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To Dad. 



1 

The worst part about presenting yourself in front of the King was choosing 
which overalls to wear. 

Niss had gone back and forth for the greater part of the sunrise, making her 
final selection between two pairs. Does she choose the one with the rare metal 
buttons embedded into them? Or does she go with the classic pair, with the 
handmade wooden buttons that were carved into the shape of flowers? First 
impressions are important. Niss wants hers to be the best. 

The supposedly “hard” part about meeting the King was taken care of already. 
Niss had her growth ability down pat. She didn’t even need to try. One day she was 
unable to grow anything at all, and the next day she had daisies growing out of the 
ground with a twist of her hand. 

A week after Niss figured out she could grow daisies, she grew a tulip. 

This was unexpected. 

Most people in the Glade could only grow one type of plant. Daisies alone 
were all but useless to the community, but being able to grow daisies and tulips? 

The King was looking for a new flower chef, Niss had heard. Maybe she’d fill in 
that niche. 

In another week’s time, Niss was growing too many different types of flowers 
to be able to catalog them. With a flick of her wrist and minimal concentration, 
about 20 different flowers grew around her rainboots. This was unprecedented in 
the community. Perhaps this was why the King called a sudden meeting with her 
today. 

Niss eventually chooses the overalls with the wooden flower buttons, and 
wiggles it over her stocky body. 

The walk to the castle is quiet today. The sun has begun to peek over the wall 
surrounding the city, warming her back. There are a few children already playing in 
the courtyard, lucking around a tightly wound ball of string. They pass it to her, and 
she fumbles around with it for a second before passing it back. When they try to 
pass it again, Niss explains why she can’t stay.. “Got a meeting with the king today 
guys. Maybe later?” 

“Sure, Niss. But how later? Ma says I gotta clean the rabbit cage today, so I 
can’t sticks around too much either.” 

“How responsible!” Niss says to the child before leaving, a small boy whose 
growth gift hasn’t yet come to fruition. She notices something wrong, however. 
“Your buttons are offset. Let me fix that for you.” 



Niss takes the time to fix the boy’s buttons, waves a final goodbye, and 
wanders along the dirt path to the castle courtyard. The peach growers are using the 
communal fields today, Niss could tell. The sweet smell in the air gave it away. She 
so desired to wander away from her destination and sneak a peach or two, but she 
had a mission. Besides, Mrs. Jameson wasn’t all too happy lately. Her peaches didn’t 
taste as great when Niss had bought them last. 

There’s only a single guard at the castle entrance, as one was only ever needed. 
He stands tall in his suit, which is actually more of a costume than anything. The 
piece covering his midsection is actual, shiny metal, a rarity in these parts. It’s 
reflective enough that Niss can tweak her hair to her liking before going on. The 
spear the lone guard holds looks real upon first glance, but it was ultimately 
decorative. If Niss asks, the guard will swirl it around in a dance like routine. 

The guard instructs her to head on inside to the castle courtyard, and Niss 
gladly follows his orders. She wanders down the candlelit hallways, tracing her 
hands across the stone-stacked walls. Getting lost in a place like this is impossible. 
The corridors are mapped out in her head like every other part of town. 

She makes a left, and comes to a tunnel in which the sunshine overhead beams 
forth. The courtyard has a pleasant grassy carpet, laden with some of the most 
exotic flowers that the king is able to find people to grow for him. There’s a well 
built table coupled with a set of chairs in the middle of the courtyard, all laid out in 
preparation for her arrival. Atop the table lies a fancy tea set, perfectly laid out. Niss 
nears the table, and takes a seat after admiring the trilliums in bloom. 

There’s a part of her mind that races while waiting. Everybody has met the 
King before, at least several times. There’s been many a school trip where they’ve 
shook hands with him and toured the casde. That’s about the extent of all school 
trips, actually. There’s not many places to go in the village. 

Niss twiddles her thumbs, and when she gets bored of that, begins adjusting 
her stockings to an optimal height. Everything must be perfect for the king. 
Everything must be— 

A big hand is placed on her head, making Niss freeze. Well, there goes her hair. 

“You must be nervous.” 

“S-Sure am! Nervo—” Niss realizes what she’s saying, and corrects herself. 
“Niss. I’m Niss.” 

“Niss.” The King comes into full view, striding past her and sitting himself 
down. It’s a wonder how he can fit in a chair that size. He’s twice as big both in 
height and weight than Niss. “There’s no reason to be nervous! I’m just your silly 
king, wanting to have a chat with you. Nothing more. Please, help yourself to some 



tea.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Omo.” 

“You can call me Strash, you know.” 

Niss takes one of the teapots and fills her cup with the steaming drink. The 
king takes off his gloves, as is the polite thing to do, and pours himself a cup of a 
tea as well. While Niss waits for her cup to cool down, the King takes an immediate 
sip anyway. Some tea dribbles down his beard, and he wipes it away with a nearby 
napkin. 

“Niss, I can’t possibly keep track of everyone in the kingdom. How old are you 
again?” 

“Fourteen, sir.” 

“Huh. A late bloomer then, huh?” 

Niss giggles. 

“I remember when I got my growth ability. I was 12. You know what I can 
grow, Niss?” 

“Only the finest apple trees in the community, sir.” 

“Now, now, I wouldn’t say that. Anyway, one day I wasn’t able to grow 
anything. Nothing at all. Can you imagine that? I bet you can. You just received 
your growth ability, didn’t you?” 

“Less than a harvest ago, sir! Ma was so excited.” 

“Right. One day, when I was still powerless myself, I had woken up to an entire 
tree outside my window! And that’s when I knew. Did you have something similar 
happen?” 

“Sort of. Daisies started popping up underneath my boots. And then—” 

“...And then?” The king repeats, scratching his beard, which trailed on the 
grass. Any lesser trained, and his elbows would be on the table, listening in 
amusement. 

“Tulips started popping up.” Niss replies. Noticing that her tea has cooled 
down, she takes a big gulp. “And then other flowers.” 

“Like?” The king asks her. 

“I don’t know! So many I can’t count. Would you like to see?” 

“Niss. I would love to see. If you have the time, I would like—” 

Niss darts from her chair, almost tumbling to the soft grass below. In an 
instant, she flicks her wrist upward, summoning her flowers. Sprouts push past the 
soil and begin crawling their way skybound. Within seconds, a mass of flowers bud, 
and then open up to show their brilliance. Bright purples and flashy reds greet her 
eyes. Niss swipes at the stems, and brings a full bouquet over to the king. He can’t 



tell if the flowers or Niss are brighter. 

“Amazing. I haven’t seen anything like this since... Niss, these are incredible! 
Your growth ability is something to behold. Listen, I’m looking for another casde 
chef. Someone with a variety of flowers so I’m not eating the same plain of thing 
everyday. I think you’re just the person...” 

Niss is out of sight. There’s suddenly a noise, and the tea table shakes. With a 
groan, she crawls out from underneath, holding a peculiar flower of her own 
creation. It’s a small, yellow daisy type flower, as cheery as the sun itself. In a 
second, in transforms into a ball of fluff in her hands. She locks eyes with the king, 
who seems to be frozen in time. 

“Check this one out, Strash! You can blow the seeds everywhere! Isn’t that the 
greatest?” 

She blows on the seeds, and they float in the air towards the king’s face. He 
inhales, and then suddenly jerks back in his chair. His long, detailed cape catches 
one of the chair’s legs. 

The king topples to the ground. 

He sits motionless on the grass, stubby legs still situated in the air due to the 
chair’s positioning. Niss immediately runs over to the king, holding out a hand to 
attempt to pull him upwards. He’s still spaced out, with seeds stuck upon his face. 
Lost in thought, he mutters a word unknown to Niss. 

“Taraxacum.” 

“Strash! I’m so, so, so—” 

“Niss, that’s enough.” the King says, standing himself back up. 

‘You didn’t know better. It’s alright. If you may, please go wither your plants.” 

“Wither? I thought you liked them.” 

“I do, very much so. But I need them withered. You think you can do that for 
me?” 

“But—” 

“Niss.” 

Niss slowly, shakily retracts her hand, and instead turns to her creations. She 
closes her eyes to concentrate, and waves her hands about her flowers. When she 
opens her eyes again, her plants are dead, crumpled on the bright green grass of the 
casde. When she turns around, the king is on his feet. He’s staring at the ground. 

“Who is your father, Niss?” 

Niss hesitates. “He’s one with the earth.” 

Niss takes a step forward to get into speaking distance. 

“Hmm. How about your mother?” 



And the king takes a step back. 

“Oh? Ma runs the pet rabbit store. Makes sure all the rabbits are well fed with 
her rhubarb, of course! If it wasn’t for you asking to be chef, I’d probably run the 
family business.” 

“Right. I need to have a chat. With your mother. If you would be so kind to 
stay inside the casde’s domain—” 

“I can’t come with? Mom would be so proud!” 

“I, uh, no.” The king is struggling to find the correct words. His towering body 
is now awkward looking, slumping a bit. “Stay here, for the time being. I’m sure 
Oswald the guard will be able to keep you company.” 

“Sure thing, Strash!” 

“Please, from now on—” The king begs, “Call me sir. Please.” 

“Sorry, sir.” 

The King leaves. He hobbles across the courtyard, rubbing a sore spot on his 
back that arose when he hit the ground, until he is out of sight. She so very much 
wants to follow him, to apologize. But for some reason, she is forbidden. 

She sinks to the grass beneath her feet. 



I 

“We’re sending you somewhere... special. Just like you, Niss! Isn’t that great?” 

Niss’s mother ran to her young sprout as fast as her short legs could carry her. 
She sat behind the girl, braiding her hair into a thick cord. 

Nearly an hour earlier, Niss waited on the King. It was rather quiet in the 
courtyard, and without permission to grow any of her flowers, she sat in the grass, 
staining her stockings. The lone guard occasionally paced in and out of the 
courtyard, checking up on her. It looked like he had no idea what he was doing. At 
one point, when Niss catches the guard staring at the sky, she asks for him to grow 
a tree that she can climb. The guard stiffens in place, and declines. 

Only when Niss begins to count the individual blades of grass on the lawn 
does her mother arrive. With her entire force, she squeezes Niss into a hug. Niss 
feels something wet up against her neck. 

“It’s going to be okay.” 

“Ma, I’m fine. I just accidently tipped over the king, that’s all.” 

“It’s going to be okay.” 

Her mother insisted they sit down on the grass together, to have a chat. She 
takes to playing with her sprout’s long, untamed hair. 

“Me and the king have decided—” 

“‘The king and I’, mother—” 

Niss’s mother tightens her hold on the braid. Niss quiets immediately. 

“We had a chat about your future. Your future, sweetheart! Aren’t you 
interested?” 

“Of course I am, mother. I’ve always wanted to be royal flower chef!” 

“Well...” Her mother falters, “I suppose it’s in your best interests to tell you. 
You’re not going to be royal flower chef.” 

“Oh.” Niss’s tone of voice drops a degree. It’s never too good of an idea to 
put all of your fruit in one basket. “That’s okay, I guess. I can just work at the rabbit 
store with you, then!” 

“That’s... out of the question, too. Niss, we have something else planned.” 
“Oh.” 

Niss’s Mother finishes off her braid, and ties it off with a neat bow They stand 
each other up, and her mother leads Niss toward the courtyard exit with a tight grip 
on her shoulders. 

“Where are are going?” 

“Somewhere you haven’t been before.” 



“That’s probably wrong. I’ve been to every place in the Glade,” Niss explains, 
“It’s a small town.” 

“I can assure you. You’ve never been here before.” 

“Not even on school trips?” 

Niss gets winded down the corridors by her mother rather quickly, not 
stopping to greet the guard. At the castle gate, there’s a large shadow blocking the 
sunlight on the way out. It’s the King. Since Niss has no control on where she’s 
going, she happily goes down the path her mother forces her. 

Niss is pushed into sharing personal space with the king, something both 
parties look uncomfortable with. He’s much too tall to have a proper conversation 
with. 

“I-I’m really sorry—” 

“No need.” The king says. Niss wants to back up, but her mother is right 
behind her. pushing her forward. The corridor feels like it’s shrinking. The King 
pats a pocket sewn onto his shirt, and pulls out a couple of bright gloves. 

Anti magic gloves. 

His hands hold out the sacred garments, and his head is down, looking away 
from Niss’s gaze. 

This is wrong. 

She’s supposed to get her gloves in a festival during the start of winter, with all 
the others who gained their ability during the year. The king is supposed to greet 
them all personally with the gloves. She’s supposed to eat the best strawberries of 
her entire life then. They even give out gifts. 

Instead, they’re in a small, dark corridor, and the King won’t meet her eyes. 

Niss hesitates, but reaches her hand out, and takes her gloves. 

‘You remember the plan, yes?” The King says, as Niss tries on her gloves for 
the first time. They’re hand-me-downs, already soft in the palms and joints. Still 
loose on her small, growing hands, but that problem would fix itself in a year or 
two. Her soul feels stunted. 

Her mother speaks up behind her, her voice bouncing off the tunnels. “Well, 
it’s about time we told her, isn’t it? Niss. You’re going to be under someone’s wing! 
You’re getting a mentor. Someone able to teach you how to control your growth. 
Isn’t that grand?” 

Her mother loosens her grip enough that Niss turns around and looks up. Why 
does everyone have to be taller than her? 

“So I won’t be living with you anymore, then? Mother, that’s a big...” 

“Commitment, yes,” her mother interrupts, “But it will all be okay. A very... 



eccentric man by the name of Vortigern is willing to take you in and teach you 
everything you need to know.” 

“Mother, you’re lying There isn’t a Vortigern in the community. And I know 
everyone.” 

Niss’s mother noticeably gulps. “Well, you don’t know him.” 

All together, they make their way to the outer castle gates, and then to the 
bridge connecting the towering structure from the rest of the land. There’s a small 
boat tied up against the bridge, bobbing and swaying against the neverending 
current of the river underneath. And Niss’s mother leads her straight to it. Niss 
wants to dig her heels into the soil. 

Lining the banks of the river are lily pads on each side. It looks as if someone 
was busy planting, long ago. Niss creeps up the riverbank, and willingly sits herself 
inside the old boat. Her mother needs to be a litde more deft to maneuver herself 
inside, but is able to do so as well. For a second, it looks like the King is going to 
join them. Instead, he unties the knot holding the boat in place. 

Niss and her mother begin to float down the river. 

They begin to pass the rich part of town. Trees are in an eternal bloom here, 
only because their growers have willed it that way. Well built houses have plenty of 
space in the back for their owners to grow whatever their hearts desire. Only the 
strongest and unique plant growers live here. 

“So if I’m going to Vortigern’s now, am I not picking up my clothes and 
belongings?” 

Her mother thinks about this. “Huh, forgot about that. I’ll bring you all your 
things tomorrow. For the time being, I guess you’re just going to have to tough it 
out. You feeling tough?” 

“Super tough.” 

“That’s the spirit.” 

The boat passes through the normal section of town. Many nice, albeit smaller, 
homes reside here, although there’s little to no room for private plant growing. The 
community leaves that to the communal farm fields. You get a certain day where 
you grow your crop, you use the field on that day. It’s the way it’s always been. 
Somewhere along these houses, Niss lives. 

Or should, anyway. 

Niss and her mother begin to float by the “impoverished” part of the 
community. These are the fine folks whose plants are almost useless. There is no 
such thing as a truly useless plant, Niss was taught. But these people came pretty 
darn close to it. The houses they lived in were the last to be upgraded every 



building period, and it showed; most of them weren’t even painted. 

And then they completely pass through the town, and begin drifting towards 
the outskirts. 

Niss always found the outskirts of town creepy. The wall of thorns 
surrounding the city blocked out light from the outside, forcing shadows upon the 
ground.. Shadows made for unhappy plant growing. Even the lilypads began to 
taper out, as if they were giving up trying to grow. 

Just ahead was the thorn barrier. 

It had to have been at least 200 feet tall. It surrounded the entire town, choking 
it off from the Otherworld. Its barbs ranged from small, annoying pinpricks to 
spikes so large they could impale a person. Niss had once attempted to pull off one 
of the spikes to show her friends, only to cut her hand open. Her worried mother 
bandaged her hand a litde too tightly that day, almost cutting off circulation to her 
fingers. 

Setded next to the wall of thorns is a small, run down house. It has a dirt path 
worn down from years of travel and pure desire leading back to the rest of the 
community. Why didn’t they use the path to get here? The personal garden plot is 
one of the biggest that Niss has seen; it easily rivals the plots in the nicer part of 
town. This plot just happened to be filled with thorns. 

Her mother cuts the silence and the fog with two words: “We’re here.” 

“That’s not— you’re leaving me here?” 

“Not leaving you here, no.” Her mother corrected, “I’ll make visits once in 
awhile! Leaving is a very harsh word, Niss.” 

“Well, I feel left. Look at this place! It’s disastrous.” 

They drift toward the lily-less bankside, where they both park the boat and 
climb out. The grass here is cold and overgrown, and unpleasantly brushes up 
against Niss’s legs. 

Her mother begins to tear up. 

“It’s going to be okay,” she says, “I promise.” 

“You keep saying that. It’s beginning to worry me.” 

“There’s nothing to worry about. Vortigern is a character in his own right. But 
I have a feeling that you two will get along greatly.” 

“Really?” Niss asks, “I love making new friends.” 

Her mother smiles, but there’s something off about it. Perhaps it’s the shadows 
cast down upon her face, or maybe she woke up late today, but her smile, it doesn’t 
feel warm. 

They hug, for one last time, and Niss’s mother begins walking toward the city 



on the overgrown path. 

Close up, the house looks more decrepit than previously thought. The paint 
has worn away and faded, and there’s a plant winding its way in between the 
stonework of the wall. Niss has never seen this plant before. It looks as if it’s trying 
to choke out the very foundation of the house itself. 

What a silly plant. 

As she’s about to investigate the plant, Niss hears what sounds like a person 
whimpering inside. The single cracked window peering in is covered by... 
something. They’re horizontal slats covering the window. Niss has never seen 
anything like this before. It’s annoying. 

As the soft whining continues, Niss becomes worried. She gives her signature 
knock on the door. “Hello?” She calls out, loudly. 

The whimpering pauses. And then the whimpering is given a scratchy voice. 

“...Busy.” 

Niss taps the ground. Another minute passes. The snivels start up again, and 
Niss begins to get worried. What if something was wrong with her mentor? What’s 
going to happen if he dies? He could be old. He could be dying alone on the floor. 
Niss has always been told to stay out of people’s houses unless they gave 
permission. Looks like she’s breaking all the rules today. She turns the doorknob, 
and peers inside. 

The house is just as beat up as it was on the outside. Thorns and other odd 
plants are coming up from the floorboards, and there’s a weird humming sound on 
the inside. But the most interesting part was the man in the center. 

The top half of the man looked almost pitiful. His hair is long and stringy, and 
tied up into a bun in the back. Around the temples, it’s gone grey. He has bags 
under his eyes, and he looks thinner than a beanpole. His gloves, once a cheery 
yellow, have been stained purple. 

From his torso down was a completely different sight. Thorns had twisted 
tightly around his legs, and were inching their way upwards toward his chest. He 
looked completely rooted to the spot, barbs probably dug their way into his legs. 

No wonder Niss heard whimpering. 

“Hey, kiddo. I said I was busy” 

“Oh my Verninanth! Are you okay?” 

The man, still tied up by thorns, rolls his eyes. “Oh, sure. Just peachy. I’m 
doing something important, and some girl from the school breaks into my house to 
try to sell me cookies for a fundraiser.” 

“Glad to hear, Mr—” Niss realizes something in the middle of her sentence, 



and pauses. “Hey! I’m not from the school doing a fundraiser. You’re Vortigern, 
right?” 

The man, now unable to move his arms due to the thorns locking them in 
place, squints his eyes. “Who the hell gave you that name?” 

“Why, the King did! He said you’re going to mentor me. I thought they told 
you all of this. Now, let me help you—” 

“Get out.” 

A thorny bush begins to grow out from underneath the floorboards, and it 
scares Niss into taking a step backwards, back outside. The stray thorn continues its 
upward sprawl, and within a few seconds, it becomes large enough to push the door 
shut in Niss’s face. 

Well, that was rather rude. 

Niss now takes the time to further inspect the plant growing along the house’s 
wall. With a light tug, she’s able to coax it off the wall and hold a portion of it in 
her hands. It has a woody stem, and tri pointed, thick leaves. Another plant in the 
corner of her eye catches her attention; a tall stemmed sprout, with spiky looking 
leaves. Before she goes over to touch that particular plant, a realization hits her: she 
can do whatever she wants. 

She plops herself down into the long, cold grass, and takes off her gloves. It’s 
too shady to properly see the colors of her own plants, but Niss assures herself that 
they’re just as bright and cheery as ever. Chrysanthemums and passion flowers 
spring to life with a little effort, And Niss even considers herself lucky when a 
sunflower blooms in front of her. There’s other smaller flowers, too, like the one 
that made the King fall backwards in his chair. 

Niss hears a noise to her left, and it drags her away from her work. The man is 
peering through the thing that blocked her view earlier, staring. As soon as Niss 
notices it, he goes into hiding again. 

Just about as Niss tries to create a dahlia, the door to the shack creaks open a 
small amount. A single leg, still wearing pajamas and slippers, steps out. Then it 
steps back in. Then out. 

Then the entire man steps out. He’s wearing a bright pink bathrobe, unnatural 
even for flowers. 

Yawning, he shuffles himself to Niss and her flower growing operation, and 
sits himself down on the grass, across from her. That frown and those rings around 
his eyes are really not doing him any good. Niss happily continues her flower 
experiments as he continues to stare. 

“Mother says that if you keep frowning like that, it’ll stick.” 



“Well, tell your mother it’s a little too late for that advice. Why are you still 
here, kid?” 

“You’re Vortigern.” 

“What’s it to you?” Vortigern says. 

“The King and my mother said you were going to mentor me. They said you 
knew I was coming.” 

“They’re liars.” 

Niss feels a pinprick stab her around the ankles, and it brings her to attention. 
Thorny vines have begun to wrap around her ankles. Thorns have also wound their 
way along Vortigern’s slippers and pajama pants. He dosen’t seem to feel a thing. 

“I’m sorry... I just, they sent me here on a boat, I don’t think they want me to 
come back. I’m really confused myself?” 

“What’s your grow, kiddo?” 

“I, uh, flowers. Lots and lots of different types.” 

The thorns around her have ceased growing for the time being, which allows 
Niss a sigh of relief. Vortigern has taken his attention off of her, and onto one of 
her flowers. A small yellow flower. The same one that the King freaked out over. 

He plucks it from the ground, and within his own gloved hands, it transforms into a 
seed ball, like the last one. Vortigern blows, and the seeds scatter. He’s not smiling, 
but his face is less of a frown then before. 

“Can you... can you wither your thorns? They’re really starting to unnerve 

me.” 

“Thorns? Oh.” Vortigern looks around at the damage he’s done. He places his 
hands on the ground, and a moment later, the surrounding vegetation, including 
Niss’s flowers, die off. Somehow, he does all of this while still wearing his gloves. 

He stands himself up, not bothering to hold a hand out for Niss. 

“Come on inside, I guess.” 



3 

The first thing Niss checks out while inside is the thing covering the window. 

There’s many horizontal slats blocking what litde outside light looms outside, 
and upon touching it, they all bend fairly easy. There’s a string attached, and when 
Niss pulls it, one of the sides jerks upwards, collecting itself at the top of the 
window. 

“That’s... wow. I’m impressed, kid,” Vortigern says, “Not two minutes into you 
raiding my house and you’ve already managed to break the blinds.” 

“I have a name other than ‘kid’,” Niss retorts, “And I’ve never seen anything 
like this before. Blinds, they’re called? I don’t like them. They block the light.” 

“Well, kiddo , the king told me so much when he didn’t drop by to tell me I’m 
somehow your mentor.” 

“In that case, my name is Niss.” 

“Niss,” Vortigern hisses, “Stop messing up my blinds.” 

With a shred of light shining through the cracked window, Niss can see the 
other parts of the interior better. In the gathering room, there’s an old couch and 
chair set up, next to a bookshelf filled with literature. In most cases, there’s a stray 
paper or two sticking out of them. 

Most of the plants peaking through the floorboards had been withered at the 
last minute, as if to clean the house, but the plants in their pots were as alive as 
ever. A few in particular looked especially ferocious; it was if they had mouths and 
teeth, ready to snap at a moment’s notice. Another small set of thorns had cropped 
up from the floor, swaying in a nonexistent breeze. Niss breathes in the musty air 
of the small place, and comes to a swift conclusion. 

“It’s awfully dark in here.” 

Vortigern doesn’t blink. “You’re never happy, are you?” 

“Are you ever happy?” 

If it were any lighter, Niss would be able to see Vortigern grind his teeth. He 
reaches over to the wall, and flicks something coming off of it. 

Above them, a light hanging down from a chain begins to shine. 

“That’s... you have the sun in your house? That’s amazing!” 

“You guys really are backwards. Look, it’s a lightbulb. It runs off of electricity. 
It’s hooked up to some—” 

“It’s the sun.” 

“It’s not the sun,” Vortigern says, getting irritable. “It’s from the Otherworld.” 

Niss closes her mouth. She has so many questions she’d like to ask. But with 



answers, come thorns. Instead, she chooses a relatively safe question. 

“So, your grow is thorns?” 

Vortigern has moved to the couch. “Well, it’s more than that. Turns out 
anything I grow is bad for you. Thorns, poisonous plants, weeds. I’m a big bad evil 
threat to the community, you know.” 

“Then,” Niss asks, “Why did they put me with you?” 

For the first time since meeting, Vortigern has no sharp-tongued comeback. 

He instead drags himself to the kitchen area. 

While small, the cooking area also held Otherworld technology. A humming 
cube set up on the floor, more miniature suns, and a patterned, hard floor. There 
are some normal items mixed in as well, such as a wood stove, and a small table set. 
Vortigern opens up the whirring cube, and a sudden chill hits the room. He pulls 
out a glass bowl, filled with something edible. 

“Kiddo, you like blackberry cobbler? Good. It’s one of the few things I can 
actually make.” 

“What if I called you ‘old guy’ all the time? How would that make you feel?” 

Vortigern continues rummaging through the cube. “You see, the difference 
between us is that you’re actually young. I’m not old yet.” 

“Your hair’s going grey,” Niss says. 

Vortigern instinctively touches his temples. “And you’re making it go grey 
faster. What are you, twelve?” 

“Fourteen, actually.” 

“Late bloomer, huh?” 

Niss freezes in place. The silence catches Vortigern off guard. He turns, 
bearing a small smirk. 

“That’s the same line the King used earlier today, isn’t it?” 

Clenching the bowl, Niss straightens out her back. Through gritted teeth, she 
replies. “You’re a real jerk.” 

“Don’t see why,” Vortigern finds something in the box of cold, and pops it in 
his mouth, then continues talking. “Said the same thing to me. Ugh. I’m out of 
everything again. Care to go into town for me and pick up a couple ‘everythings’?” 

Niss swirls her finger around the cool glass of the bowl. It sort of looks like 
cobbler, but she’s not too sure. “Why can’t you do it?” 

“Did you not get the memo that everyone hates me?” 

“You seem like a swell guy.” 

Vortigern closes the cold cube, and pulls up the other chair across from Niss. 
With the proper lighting, Niss can tell that the man is disastrously thin. Even while 



eating, he keeps his bulky gloves on, which make him fumble around with his metal 
utensils. Even his tall frame makes him hunch over to eat, which only makes him 
look more pathetic. 

There’s not much left in this world for him, she thinks. 

“Fine. I’ll do it. But you’re coming with. Maybe we can patch some of this up 
between the community and you.” 

“A little far fetched, but alright.” 

It turns out, the cube holding the coldness is called a mini-fridge. Vortigern 
takes the time to give words to all of the Otherworld magic going around in his 
house. It’s as best of a tour as Niss is going to get, so she stays quiet for the time 
being and ends up learning a thing or two. The miniature suns are named lamps. 
You pull the strings on the blinds to the left to release them. There’s a magic picture 
box called a television. Niss finds the term ‘rabbit ears’ to be gruesome, but they 
don’t look like they were made from actual rabbit ears. She’s given spare blankets 
and pillow, and told her bed is actually a cot, folded up in the closet. 

“But where do you sleep? I see no bedroom anywhere.” Niss asks. 

“The couch.” 

Once they’re done touring the inside, Vortigern takes her outside. The sun is 
beginning to set, making the outside even shadier than before. Niss’s feet keep 
getting caught up in the untrimmed grass. 

“This is the garden. It’s a bit... weedy, right now, but that can be fixed. 
Tomorrow, I mean. Getting a bit dark to do anything tonight.” 

“What’s this plant?” 

Niss is in front of the tall, spiked leaf plant she spotted earlier in the day. One 
of the leaves is directly at eye level. 

Vortigern’s voice floats behind her. “Don’t touch it.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because. In my world, there are some things you shouldn’t touch. Like the 
rabbit ears. Or half of the stuff I grow.” 

“That’s not a good enough explanation,” Niss says, in a sing-song voice. 

“You want a better one? Fine then, if you touch that plant,” Vortigern says, 
“you’ll die. You will actually kneel over on the ground right there and die.” 

Niss begins to take off her gloves. “I don’t believe you. If it killed me you have 
have withered it by now.” 

“Go right ahead then. See if I care.” 

Niss’s nose crinkles at the sound of indifference, then wraps her hand around 
the stem of the plant. 



And Niss begins screaming. 

She lets go of the plant, as her hand begins to burn fiercely. Painful red bumps 
immediately begin to appear on her palm in in a straight line. Her eyesight begins to 
blur. This is it. She’s actually going to die. She can feel her body wither away like 
every plant ever grown. She kneels to the ground, and curls up into a fetal position. 

“You’re being a onion. It’s just a netde sting.” 

Niss remains unmoving. 

Her tears have blocked her vision, but she can clearly hear a door slam in the 
background. Any attempt to poke at her hand creates more pain, so she begins 
rolling around. There’s another slam, and before she understands what’s going on, 
Vortigern is in her blurry eyesight. 

“Hold out your hand.” 

Niss shakes her head no. 

Vortigern forcibly grabs her hand, and pulls out something from behind him. 

A shiny canteen. He dumps the contents over the affected area, which make her 
scream again. By the time he’s done, however, the red spots hurt less than they did 
before. Vortigern then pulls out another object— a roll of tape— and then quickly 
applies a piece. Then he rips it off, and Niss begins crying again. 

“It’ll be better in the morning.” Vortigern says, “This is why we don’t touch 
stinging nettles.” 



u 

Niss awakes, pinned to her cot. 

After the nettle incident, Niss stays curled up on the ground, clutching her 
hand. She stays like this until the shadows eat up the outside of the world 
completely, leaving the miniature suns called lamps to shine light through the 
window. When it becomes apparent that the air is getting colder, Niss sits upright. 
Out of fury, she shoves her gloves on, and rips the netde in two. Then, as careful as 
an angry girl can be, she stomps on the remains. 

Grabbing the doorknob hurts with her stung hand, so Niss rips open the door 
with her non dominant hand. Despite all of the lights, and a lack of blanket or 
pillow, Vortigern was already asleep on the couch, arm and leg hanging over the 
side. 

Even while sleeping, he wore his gloves. 

True to his word, Niss finds a spare blanket and pillow in a nearby closet, as 
well as a foldable cot. They smell like dirt. She finds a good spot to splay out her 
temporary bed, but before she sleeps herself, she has some things to tend to. 
Learning from the worst himself, she turns off all of the lamps, and then throws 
the blanket over Vortigern’s sleeping body. After the day’s events, she passes out 
without much trouble. 

Now, Niss really wished she kept that blanket. 

She woke up because the sun was in her eyes, but stayed awake because she 
could feel millions of pinpricks along her entire body. Any movement made 
brought the torment of a thousand thorns, wrapped around her in a way that would 
make the local jailhouse look expansive. Niss tries to move her arm outward. The 
thorns tighten around it. 

Her head lay to the side, pushed against the stiff fabric of the cot by a 
particularly annoying string of thorns, pressed against her cheek. Her leg twitches. 
The thorns tighten around that, too. 

Her field of view is limited, but she can tell that Vortigern is still asleep on the 
couch. One of his purple stained gloves has slipped off. Well, that explains the 
predicament. 

“Psst. Vortigern.” 

“Wh... what you need.” 

Vortigern rolls over— as slow as humanly possible, of course— and gives a 
sleepy stare at Niss. 

“You’re awake?” Niss exclaims, with a little too much breath. The thorns take 



her breathing for movement and tighten around her chest and face. This is getting 
uncomfortable. Niss is sure she’s drawn blood somewhere. 

“Mhm? Yeah. Sure.” 

“I. Am covered. In thorns. Please wither them.” 

Vortigern seems to wake up a litde, but not enough to do anything significant. 
“Oh. Seems they’ve taken a liking to you.” 

“That’s not... Vortigern. I have to pee.” 

“Then go pee then.” Vortigern rolls over. 

This is actually hopeless. 

Niss lies there, unmoving. A particularly nasty thorn has dug her way into her 
cheek. She yelps, which doesn't even wake her mentor. Feeling rather... 
compressed, she makes a last ditch effort to wake him. 

“Your gloves. Vortigern.” 

There’s a mumble coming from the couch, and then abrupt movement. 
Vortigern swipes up his glove and puts it on. It fits, well, like a glove. At least he’s 
attentive of the situation now. 

‘You’re a little tied up, aren't you?” 

“Vortigern.” 

‘You have to go to the bathroom.” 

“Vortigern.” 

“I hope you don’t wet your plants.” 

“ Vortigern ” 

“Don’t move.” 

The thorns around her begin to disperse and untangle themselves from her 
body. There’s some scraping, but whenever that happens, she yelps, and the thorns 
seem to act more diligent in their removal. By the end of it, there’s nothing more 
than a dozen scrapes to tell the tale. Niss sits herself up, brushes off her overalls 
that she wore overnight, and begins a tirade. 

‘Your plants... they tried to lull me!” 

“Not kill, no. They’re just fond of you, that’s all. Happens to me all the time.” 

“That’s no excuse. I could have died.” 

‘You’re overreacting,” Vortigern says, “They’re just thorns. Get used to them. 
You’ll be poked more than you can imagine.” 

“That’s not reassuring.” 

“Don’t you have a bathroom to go to?” 

After performing her morning duties in the small bathroom, Niss opens the 
tilted door to see that Vortigern actually has clothes other than his pajamas and 



bathrobe. This time, he’s clad in what seems to be an Otherworld coat inches too 
short at the sleeves, and a pair of Otherworld pants with more pockets than anyone 
could possibly have a use for. He sits on the couch, fumbling with a stack of paper 
dollars. With his gloves on, his fingers are about as dexterous as a rabbit’s. Niss sits 
next to her mentor, watching him clumsily try to flip through papers. Once the 
event is more sad to watch than amusing, she gropes for the cash. 

“I don’t need your pity.” 

“Why not just take the gloves off to count then?” Niss inquires. It’s one of the 
things she’s genuinely curious about. 

“Are you joking? Did you just completely forget about the disaster that 
happened fifteen minutes ago? That’s what happens when I’m asleep. Can you 
imagine what would have happened if I were awake? 

“I would have died.” Niss states simply. 

The conversation, like a hypothetical Niss, goes silent. 

Vortigern finishes his dollar count, and stands to his full height. He’s too far 
off the ground for Niss’s liking. He mumbles something about inflation, and strides 
towards the door. Out of the corner of his eye, Vortigern spots something out his 
window. He then spins around on a dime, and peers at the small girl trailing behind 
him. 

“You broke my netde plant.” 

“It hurt me,” Niss spits out an explanation, “So I destroyed it.” 

“Well, good job, kiddo. You lulled the plant which supplies my tea leaves. You 
know how important tea time is? No, you don’t.” 

“That’s not fair! You never told me anything about the plant. How am I 
supposed to know that something that hurt me is sacred?” 

“I told you that it would hurt. Stopped telling you things after you didn’t listen. 
Figured that you don’t listen well.” 

“For the record, I listen and follow orders very well.” Niss states. In an attempt 
to stand up to Vortigern, she crosses her arms. 

“First order then. Put on your gloves. We’re going to the marketplace.” 

They follow the faded path out of Vortigern’s yard. As it turns out, the tall, 
uncut grass is even worse in the morning times, as it now also holds a lifetime 
supply of dew. Niss’s socks are now soaked. She mindlessly follows along the path 
behind her mentor, who treks on wordlessly as well. With one of her gloves off, 
and with some real concentration, she’s able to create small flowers by her boots in 
motion. It’s the first time she hasn’t had to sit directly on the ground to grow 
something. She walks like this until she bumps back into Vortigern, who stops in 



his tracks. 

“Put your gloves back on.” Vortigern says. 

“But why? Everyone else takes them off as they want.” 

Reluctantly, Niss shoves her glove back on, and they continue down the 
overgrown path. 

The next time she looks up, the two have walked all the way into the poorer 
part of the Glade. If anything, those houses have started to look nice enough to 
live in. A couple of children are playing a game of keep-away. Niss stops to watch 
just long enough for Vortigern to notice and start tugging on the back of her 
overalls. Silendy, she complies. 

The rising sun has already made up its mind that it’s going to be a beautiful day. 
The blooms in flower boxes begin opening up for the day after a nice nighttime 
sleep, and the children have already woken up to play in the autumn’s light. Niss 
herself isn’t looking her best, but compared to Vortigern, she’s a goddess. 

They travel through the impoverished part of town without incident. Maybe 
Vortigern fits in too well with the rest of them to make a sight. As soon as they 
enter the middleborough neighborhood, however, Niss can tell that something feels 
off. From blindless windows, you can see glares with ease. Even the gardeners 
beginning their daily chores seem to be staring. As soon as Niss makes eye contact, 
their gaze breaks away back to whatever they were doing. 

Niss keeps closer to Vortigern. To keep her mind off of the eyes, she tries 
small talk. 

“My mother lives near here.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yeah! She said she’s going to bring my stuff over to me today. She might be 
busy, though. Taking care of rabbits is hard work.” 

“Mhm?” 

“Maybe I’m not the one with listening problems, Vort.” 

Vortigern stops abruptly in front of her, nearly causing Niss to trip. “Don’t 
ever call me that again. Ever.” 

“What? Vort? Vort, Vort, Vort...” 

This time, Niss does trip over something, falling to the ground, failing to catch 
herself. 

There’s a flash of whatever tripped her slithering into the ground. Something 
vine like and thorny. Vortigern takes a big inhale, and as he’s exhaling, it withers 
away. There’s now grass stains on her overalls. Niss really needs a change of clothes. 
She’s hit a nerve. She pulls herself up, without any help given to her. 



A small amount of gatherers have conglomerated in the doorway of a nearby 
house. The unending stares tell both of them all that they need to know: they’ve 
overstayed their welcome. Without saying a word, the two hightail it to the 
marketplace. 

The farmer’s market is stationed in the heart of the town, mashed together in 
the middle of the middle class housing. A fountain marks the center of the shops, 
complete with a mossy stone plaza. The light of day shines the most here, warming 
everyone’s hearts and minds year-round. Some of the shops have already opened 
for the day, displaying their goods on boxes and racks. A sleepy shopkeep or two sit 
at their kiosks, either reading a book or getting a few more minutes of rest in 
before the flow of customers begins. And, even if you looked on your tippy-toes, it 
was impossible to see the wall of thorns from here. The place, as far as Niss 
concerned herself, was paradise. 

It quickly became apparent that Vortigern didn’t feel the same way. He takes 
long strides towards a particular booth, quickly exchanges forced, practiced lines, 
and then throws Niss some fruit or vegetable to hold onto. Within three kiosks, her 
stubby legs are just too tired to keep up. Niss’s hands fill up with vegetables, and it 
becomes even more of a struggle just to maintain a quick pace. When Vortigern 
realizes that his student isn’t right there to take his next vegetable, he cranes his 
head around. Niss is there, struggling to hold onto everything. She drops a tomato. 

“Why didn’t we bring a basket?” 

“I have pockets.” 

“Then,” Niss huffs, “You hold onto everything, and I’ll buy.” 

Vortigern begins to grumble, but otherwise, he begrudgingly agrees. There’s a 
sloppy exchange of fruits and vegetables, and after some consideration, Vortigern 
pulls out the smaller wad of bills from one of pockets. Niss grabs it without 
question. 

“A little leech-like, aren't you? Listen, no doing anything dumb with that 
money. Understand?” 

Niss stares at the paltry sum of money in her hands, unable to count it with 
her thick gloves on. Vortigern may have had trouble, but this was a nightmare to 
Niss. After three attempts and two dropped coins, Niss squeezes her hand around 
the tattered bills. She starts towards the booth selling sugar. 

Vortigern sounds far away. “Hey, I said needed things!” 

The sugar kiosk held one of Niss’s best friends in the entire Glade. A pretty 
girl wearing a sunhat, about two years ahead of Niss in class. She had the curliest 
hair in town, which frizzed up at even the slightest hint of humidity. It was pulled 



back into two ponytails now, which could barely hold the curls back. It was going to 
rain soon. Her nose was stuck in a cheesy romance novel. 

“Celice!” 

The girl looks up from her book, then smiles from ear to ear. “Niss! I haven’t 
seen you in forever, darling.” 

“Likewise.” Niss says. “How’s business been?” 

“Only amazing. Which makes me sad. People shouldn’t be needing to sweeten 
their stuff. Are they depressed? Maybe going through tough times. I haven’t been 
able to tell.” 

“Well, personally,” Niss says, putting the money in her glove on the counter. 
“I’ve hit a rough spot. I’ll take a pound, please.” 

“Rough spot? You look like you’ve been thrown into a ditch. No matter. A 
pound, coming right up!” 

Celiece dips into a half-full bag of sugar behind the counter, and begins 
measuring. She has a beautiful kiosk set up, complete with a sample sugarcane set 
up in a flower pot. As Niss admires the intricate shoots, she feels the weight of a 
glove placed on her head. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Vortigern hisses. 

“Buying sugar,” Niss calmly explains, “Your blackberry cobbler is so sour that 
it makes lemons cry.” 

“Alright, here’s your su—Oh.” Celice plops a bag on the counter, now looking 
through Niss. “You’re with him.” 

“Celice. How nice talking to you again.” Vortigern’s voice turns as prickly as 
the thorns he creates. 

The girl Niss has known her entire life takes on a sharpness of her own. 
‘You’re exiled.” 

“Man’s gotta eat.” 

“Then grow your own food. You can make like what, 50 types of weeds?” 

“52.” 

Niss can feel a prick at her ankles, which makes her visibly jump. It’s enough to 
distract Celice. “You alright, darling?” 

“I’m peachy! Well, I mean, I don’t like to see you argue. I’ve never even seen 
this guy before. Does he give you trouble?” 

“Oh, only always,” her good friend says. The pokes become stronger, wrapping 
themselves across both of her ankles. Niss squeezes her hand shut in a response. 
“It’s alright though, he only comes around once every month or so. Now, with 
those gloves on, I can only assume one thing. You got your grow this year?” 



“Of course! Try 20 different types of flowers.” 

“Niss, you have to show me. I’m dying to see.” Celice looks around for 
something suitable, and then hands over her sample sugarcane pot on the counter. 
“Use this. There’s still a sugarcane in it, but it’s still good.” 

At once, the thorns embedded in Niss’s ankles disappear. She turns, And the 
looming presence that is her mentor is quickly disappearing into the gathering 
crowd. Without Vortigern standing behind her, she takes a glove off. With a wave 
of her hand, there’s a small flower sharing a pot with a miniature sugarcane. It’s one 
of the yellow ones that everyone’s been fawning about. She shoves the pot to her 
friend, who curiously inspects. 

“The king called this one ‘Taraxacum’, I think. Never quite caught the name.” 

“How exotic sounding! Just for that, I think I’ll throw in a litde extra sugar, just 
for ya. If I can keep it?” 

“Of course you can keep it. Can always make more, you know.” 

The two giggle as they exchange conversations and sugar, until a line begins 
gathering behind Niss. They give each other sweet goodbyes and promises to meet 
each other sooner. 

Vortigern is nowhere to be seen, which was understandable. Somehow, despite 
meeting up with her friend for the first time in months, Niss felt a pang of guilt 
build up inside of her. She also ends up feeling a pang of hunger. She hasn’t had 
breakfast yet. 

After some internal debate, Niss decides it would be best if she went back to 
the shack that Vortigern called home. She takes her pound and then some of sugar, 
and begins her walk to the house. 

The glares have lessened on the journey to the house, to almost nonexistence. 
Now that the day has properly started, adults and children alike are off to the fields 
and shops to grow and buy. The wall of thorns begins to appear on the horizon, 
and the trail of flowers she created earlier began lining themselves along the dirt 
pathway. Some of her plants have opened for the day, basking in the sunshine. 
Others have already wilted themselves. Her growth power was finicky, she found. 
When Niss finds a particularly sad flower, she takes off her glove to attempt to 
grow it back to life. It ends up being futile. That’s odd. 

She thinks about the word that her friend used on Vortigern. Exiled. It’s a 
weighted word, starting out light and ending heavy sounding. It doesn't sit right on 
the tongue. Exiled. It drops on the ground like something heavy, something wrong. 

Niss doesn't like the word. 

The house that Vortigern lives in shows itself to the world, and Niss follows 



the trail embedded into the earth. Now that there’s a fair level of light, she can see 
the damage done to the Nettle. 

...There was damage, right? The nettle plant rebounded while they were gone. 
This feels impossible, because it was dead on the ground an hour ago. It even looks 
taller and thicker than before. Niss can see now that there’s small barbs sticking out 
from the stem, ready to ruin her day. As revenge, she playfully hits one of the leaves 
with a gloved hand. 

The house, as it turns out, is empty inside. There’s no Vortigern around. He’s 
probably still in town somewhere. Niss can’t tell if this is good or bad. At the very 
least, it makes the place less lively. 

She sits the bag of sugar and her gloves on the kitchen table, and with hunger 
and curiosity overwhelming her, she gravitates towards the cube called a ‘mini 
fridge’. When she opens it, a cold feeling hits her in the face. 

There’s nothing but blackberry cobbler inside. Vortigern is going to be slapped. 

She pulls out what looks to be the newest batch, still nestled in the glass dish it 
was made in. She takes a finger and dips it in to taste. It’s just as tart as before. 
Sighing, Niss finds the fork drawer and sticks the utensil in. Before she takes a bite, 
however, she takes a handful of sugar from her bag and dumps it on top. Then, she 
tastes it again. 

The sugar did nothing. If anything, it made it more sour. It’s barely edible, but 
at this point, “barely edible” is better than nothing at all. Niss finishes about a 
quarter of the dish before taking it into the living room. 

She turns her attention to the ‘television’ in the other room; a small box with 
sticky-out things and a twisty-thingy adorning the side. Niss finds that the sticky- 
out things are akin to the light switch on the wall, so she calls them switches. She 
presses one of them, and it blinks on, showing a moving picture in black and white. 
A man in a suit is speaking to a woman with a huge sunhat with a feather sticking 
out of it. Niss curls up on the couch with her cobbler, immediately enthralled. 

Otherworld magic sure is incredible. 

Being distracted makes the otherwise tart cobbler bearable, and Niss actually 
finishes off the rest in the dish. She sets the glassware aside on the tea table, and 
flips over on the couch to watch the television upside down. The boy’s name is 
Toby. The girl’s name is Veronica. And they are madly in love. 

An hour later, and the television set shows them laughing and dancing in the 
rain together after forgetting an umbrella. This part confuses Niss. It’s not even 
raining outside! How is it raining in the television? Veronica and Toby look 
longingly into each other’s eyes. They’re going to do it. They’re going to kiss. 



Toby takes Veronica head in his hands. As they’re closing in to seal the deal, 
Something blocks the television. A pair of pants with too many pockets. Groaning, 
Niss tilts her head toward the ceiling. Even Vortigern’s nose hairs are going grey. 

He throws a mass of a soft something into Niss’s lap, forcing her to inspect it. 
It’s her clothes. Several pairs of overalls, her favorite sunhat, even a blanket thrown 
into the mix. 

“You wrinkled them.” 

“No thank you?” Vortigern scoffs, “I spend half of forever persuading your 
mom to go into your house and get those for you. At least be a little bit thankful.” 

“Persuading?” 

“Okay, I had to threaten her. Nobody listens to me unless I pull out the big 
guns.” 

Niss flips herself over, moving her stuff to the side. “You threatened mother?” 

“Had to. By the way, I’m banned from the marketplace for a month. I just 
guess you’ll do all the shopping.” 

‘You’re a real jerk.” 

“You keep saying that,” Vortigern says, “But you might have to get used to me. 
This situation feels like it’s going to be permanent.” 

Vortigern walks into the kitchen while Niss continues her program. She may 
have missed the kiss, but now Veronica and Toby are getting married at a wedding. 
Their talking gets interrupted by a loud groan in the kitchen, followed by the sound 
of a head hitting the wall. 

“You litde weed. You ate the rest of the cobbler.” 

Vortigern glides back into living room with two buckets in hand. Except, these 
buckets aren't like anything Niss has seen. They’re made from an Otherworld 
material. Vortigern tosses one to her. It has a red handle, and a lid with the faded 
unreadable words painted on it. 

“C’mon, kiddo. Let’s go pick some blackberries.” 

Niss meanders out of the front door, following her mentor out into the fenced 
off garden. Vortigern stops at a relatively empty spot. Hesitantly, he pulls off one 
of his gloves. His hand is a lighter skin tone then the rest of his body. 

He wiggles his finger, and a patch of thorns the same height of the house 
erupt from the ground. They spiral out of control, blocking out parts of the 
sunshine. Vortigern draws his hand shut, and perfecdy ripe blackberries grow at an 
instant’s notice. Then with haste, he shoves his glove back on. He calls to Niss, and 
when she dosen’t come, he turns around to find her sitting on the ground, 
awestruck. 



“That’s... that’s incredible.” 

“It’d also be incredible if you did some work.” Vortigern jabs, “If we split this 
up, it’d go much faster.” 

“Is that why Celice said you were exiled? Because of this?” 

“Chop chop.” 

Niss picks up her bucket and stands herself up, forgetting to brush off the 
dirt. She approaches the thorns with caution, as she decides she has been poked 
enough today. The blackberries grow in bunches, and upon touching them, they fall 
off of the branch. Some hit her shoes, which leave an unsatisfying purple splat. 
Before proceeding, she runs back inside to grab her shiny yellow gloves. Niss 
predicts there’s going to be berry bloodshed. 

When she pops back outside, Vortigern is ten feet in the air. Growing thick 
enough thorns that run straight up, he’s able to create a stairway of brambles to 
reach a dizzying height. He also has grown smaller thorns wrapped loosely his 
waist. There’s already a sizeable amount of berries in his bucket. 

Not wanting to brave the stairway of thorns, Niss keeps herself grounded, 
grabbing the low hanging berries. They fall off into her glove with the slightest 
touch, dropping into the bucket held below. Niss now knows why Vortigern’s are 
stained a permanent purple— there’s a purple sheen already staining hers. She takes 
one of her gloves off, and uses her bare finger to attempt to rub the juice out. It 
ends up staining both the glove, and her hand. 

For the first time since moving in, Niss is able to get a good look at Vortigern’s 
thorns. They look oddly similar to another set of thorns she’s used to seeing every 
day. 

“Vortigern, your thorns. They’re exactly the same as the barrier. Did you-?” 

“No, I didn’t make the barrier,” Vortigern says from atop his column of 
thorns, still picking berries, “And no, I will not wither the barrier.” 

Brambles begin to wrap around Niss’s feet, and she freezes. She steps back to 
try to avoid them, but they trip her. She falls backwards onto more thorns. The 
thorns grow and grow, sending her body skyward. Vortigern is causing this, using a 
gloved hand to grow a second, smaller column with Niss on top. Her face twists 
into one of horror. 

“Careful. Someone told me if you keep your face like that, it’ll get stuck.” 

“Please. Vortigern, please, please, please, put me down.” 

He switches Niss’s half full bucket with his own full bucket “Take these to the 
kitchen, kiddo?” 

Niss nods. 



Slowly, the plant holding her shrinks back down into the ground, until she’s 
lying on her back in the dirt. The thorns release themselves, leaving Niss and her 
bucket and her thoughts. 

With haste, Niss runs out of the garden, uncareful of her surroundings. Her 
ankles brush up against an unknown plant during her retreat, but Niss otherwise 
doesn't notice it. With a shaky hand, she opens the door to Vortigern’s house, and 
sits herself on the couch clutching the bucket given to her. The floorboard thorns 
seem unimpressed. 

When Vortigern is done playing with his thorns, he cripples his creation back 
to the earth from which it came. His gloves are painted with an even brighter sheen 
of purple, along with a dash of the color across his face. Looks like he had an itch 
to scratch. He comes inside to find Niss, still sitting on the couch looking into 
space. He tries to take the full bucket. Niss clenches it tighter. 

“Kiddo, you’re squishing the berries.” 

When that doesn't work, Vortigern squats down to meet eye level with Niss. 
The rings around his eyes make him look tired. 

“Hey. I didn’t know heights affected you that bad.” 

Niss remains unmoving. 

“Earth to... It’s Niss, right?.” 

She blinks once. Vortigern stands to his full height. 

“You brushed up against some poison ivy back there. It’ll start stinging in 
about an hour. I’ll make something for that.” 

Vortigern leaves the small house, off in search for something. Niss begins to 
control her breathing manually, and snaps out of her trance after a few minutes. 
Looking down in her lap, some of the berries do look squished. She places it on the 
counter, staring at the berry concoction inside. She takes off her gloves, and 
attempts a taste. It’s still incredibly bitter. 

This time, however, there’s the faintest hint of a sweet aftertaste. 

Niss feels the need to scratch near her ankle, and when she does so, it erupts 
into a burning sensation. Ripping her boot and stocking off reveals a red rash area. 

“Hey, uh—” 

Niss jumps in the air, dropping her shoe. Vortigern is too silent for her liking; 
he’s able to slink around silently without any trouble. He sits in one of the kitchen 
stools, mixing something together in a wooden bowl. 

“Still freaked out, huh?” 

“That’s...” Niss adjusts to the sound of her own voice, “Don’t do that thing 
you did out there again.” 



“Okay.” 

Niss raises her hand about to retort, but ends up surprised. “What?” 

“You heard me. Didn’t know you were afraid of heights. Won’t happen again. 
Now.” Vortigern says, shoving the wooden bowl forward, “Put this on your ankle. 
Can’t be bothered to do it myself.” 

Niss sits herself down on the stool, and looks at the paste laid out in front of 
her. She scrunches her nose up. Vortigern pushes it closer. Begrudgingly, Niss sticks 
her hand in the slime. It’s cold, and she yanks it right back out. She looks away, 
grabs a handful of the concoction, and lathers it on her rash. There’s a near instant 
relief. She then shakes her hand wildly to get the residue off. A couple of drops 
lands on Vortigern’s face. 

“There’s a sink, you know.” 

Niss looks at her hand, and wipes it on her grass stained, dirt smudged, torn up 
overalls. One of these days, she will change her clothes. Vortigern looks displeased. 

Her ankle already feels fine. The redness has gone down nearly completely. 

“How do you know so much about your plants?” 

“Because I’ve been growing them longer than you’ve existed?” Vortigern quips. 

‘You... Celiece said you could grow 50 types of plants.” 

“And I corrected her with the right number. 52.” 

“How do you keep track?” Niss inquires, “Of every plant’s toxicity? How do 
you know a remedy for every possible thing you come across?” 

“It’s not hard. I’ve had a lot of alone time, kiddo. Had to fill it with 
something.” Vortigern grabs one of the berry buckets, and sticks a gloved finger in, 
to taste. The act is revolting, but Vortigern seems surprised. 

“I have a book. You wanna look at it?” 

Niss so very much wants to look at the book. 
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“The book” turns out to be pages among pages of pressed plants bound 
together. 

Vortigern turns to the bookshelf that’s piled with papers and novels, and 
plucks a dusty tome from one of the shelves deemed unreachable by Niss. He 
tosses the book downward, and it drags Niss to the ground when she catches it. She 
traces the spine, bound with some sort of Otherworld material. Before she opens it, 
she hands it back to Vortigern. 

“I have to get ready.” 

Vortigern rolls his eyes. “Of course you do.” 

Out of her pile of clothes, Niss picks a clean pair of overalls, and dashes to the 
tiny bathroom attached to the side of the house. There’s a mirror stuffed in there as 
well, cracked in many different places, reflecting back multiple of her. All of the 
Nisses looks horrible, as if they’ve been through the worst few days of their 
existence. She switches out of her stained pair, and into a nice clean set. This pair, 
with the metal buttons, gleam in the lamplight like small beacons. Niss tries to wash 
the blackberry stains off of her hands in the sink, but they simply refuse to come 
off of her skin. 

The book is still waiting patiently on the couch when Niss arrives in the living 
room, although Vortigern has gone amiss. China clangs in the kitchen give his 
position away. Niss switches on a nearby lamp, which illuminates the room and the 
cover. She opens it, and the first page is beautifully titled. It takes her a full second 
of squinting to read it: Prickles and Poisons: A Field Guide. 

“It’s in Gwytherwips,” Vortigern stands in the doorway, pajama’d up and 
wearing his bathrobe. He’s holding a teapot. “That’s what I was forced to write in.” 

“I can read gwytherwips,” Niss says, “It’s not like they stopped teaching it.” 

“Well okay then, Mrs. ‘I can read an obsolete form of scripture,’ knock 
yourself out.” 

Niss turns the page, and there’s a pretty bell shaped flower pressed and 
preserved, taped to the page. Digitalis Purpurea, the page reads, Or the common 
foxglove... 

The statistics about the plant’s growth are rather boring. Niss wants to get to 
the good stuff, so she skips ahead until she lands on a paragraph on the bottom. 
Poisonous to humans. Can be fatal if ingested. Speeds up heart enough to make it 
unstable. Avoid ingesting, or for that matter, touching. 

Niss flips the page. Another plant adorned with spikes on its leaves is, albeit 



poorly, pressed on the paper. There’s also an illustration of the plant, including 
bright red berries. Ilex aquifolium, the page states. “Holly”. The bottom of the page 
reads, Not only are the leaves sharp and uncomfortable to deal with, but the berries 
themselves are deathly poisonous. Makes a great sell during wintertimes, however... 

Niss slowly flips through the pages as a trickle eventually begins to occur 
outside. Drops of water begin streaking the cracked window, and some water leaks 
through to the inside. Vortigern brings out a steaming teapot and a couple of cups. 
He hands Niss the less-chipped one, and begins to pour out a drink on the table in 
front of them. 

“It’s my infamous nettle tea. It’s not the best tea in the glade, but I’ve had 
practice.” 

She takes a break from the book, setting the runic thing aside to take a sip. The 
steam seeps into her nostrils, bringing a pleasant smell along with it. Niss raises the 
cup up to her lips, and then stops. 

“It’s not going to burn my throat like it burnt my hand, is it?” 

“Not only that, but it’ll burn going all the way through you. Your entire body 
will become the epitome of hell. Sound good?” 

Niss scoffs, and takes a sip. It’s the perfect temperature, and the taste is just 
right for tea. Dare she say it, but it’s even better than the tea the King served her. It 
doesn't burn her throat, but rather, it warms her entire body. 

“That’s... great, actually.” 

“I know, right?” Vortigern crosses his legs on the couch, which is an odd sight 
to see. “I’d never think that that one plant would be good for anything. Turns out 
it’s amazing for tea. Even goes great with a nice cobbler, you know?” 

“Is there an entry for nettle in your book anywhere?” 

Vortigern looks at his old work, his mental cogs turning. “Probably. It’ll be in a 
later section of the book. After I ran out of exotic plants to write about, I had to 
switch to the boring ones.” 

Niss grabs the book with eager hands, and begins flipping through the book 
without regard for the fragile pages. At some point, the beautiful and precise 
gwytherwhips becomes a scrawl, as if the writer no longer had control over 
themselves. 

There’s something moving in the background. Niss focuses on the floorboards, 
and the movement stops. She goes back to flipping her pages, and the movement 
starts up again. 

This time, while focusing on the floorboards in front of her, she flips a page. 
The sprout of thorns coming out from the floorboards move slightly. Turning the 



page back, the thorns wave the other direction. She tests this a couple more times, 
waving her hand back and forth, until Vortigern catches on and withers the shrub. 
Discouraged, Niss sticks her nose into the book. 

She finds something peculiar. 

On the page, there’s a flower pressed on. A pretty, bright, yellow flower 
strikingly similar to hers. There’s illustrations of a seed ball being blown away, 
daintily floating through the air. 

There’s a tide, stained by blackberry juice and scribbled on. Taraxacum 
Officinale. The Common Dandelion. 

Niss draws a deep breath in. Vortigern notices the page, and he does too. 

“Kiddo,” He states, “I think it’s time to put the book away.” 

A common weed. Average size is a few inches, but I’ve been able to cultivate a 
couple that were several feet in height. Upon willing, creates a “head” or “ball” of 
seeds that can spread for miles if not careful. 

“Kiddo, please,” 

If not careful, can choke the life out of entire plant species Fast reproducing, 
fast growing if left on its own accord. Please refrain from growing. 

“Niss—” 

“I’m a weed.” 

“You’re not a weed.” 

“That’s why they put me with you. Because I grow bad plants.” 

“I— They’re not... bad, per se, but...” 

Vortigern’s gone quiet, leaving the dribbling of the rain to fill the silence. Niss 
slams the book shut, letting dust pour out of the seams. She then curls up into a 
tight ball, and lays on her side. 

“They’re going to think I’m evil, too. They already think that.” 

“That’s not true,” Vortigern says, trying to comfort Niss. Judging by his tone 
of voice, he’s never done this sort of thing before. “Just because you grow an 
uncontrollable plant doesn't make you a bad person.” 

He sounds unsure of himself. 

Niss stares off into the distance for the second time today. “Look what they 
think of you.” 

“Well, that’s not— Look. I’m going to clean the kitchen. If you need anything 

“What is Celice going to think of me? I gave her one of those plants.” 

Vortigern audibly whines. He stands, and strides over to the closet, where he 
pulls out a garment of pure darkness that rivals the void of the nighttime sky. 



“Did... did I do something wrong, Vortigern?” 

“No, but now I have to. Where does Celice live at, anyway?” 
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Vortigern unravels the garment, which happens to be a cloak, throws the 
article over his head, and leaves into the rain. 

All the while, Niss stares at the ceiling. She focuses her attention on a drip 
coming through the roof, plopping onto the wood below. It’s just one weed. One 
puny, yellow weed amongst the rest of her flowers that ruined the rest of her life. 

No. 

She can control it. She will control it. She will cease to grow dandelions, while 
keeping the rest of her flowers perky and strong. This is why she has Vortigern as a 
mentor, Niss believes. To help her control her weeds. 

She gets off of the couch, and rummages through her pile of clothes until she 
finds her sweatshirt, and heads outside, into the downpour. Vortigern is going to do 
something drastic. She can feel it. Twenty minutes later, she finds the scrawny man 
peering into the window of her friend. The window is too far off the ground for 
anyone of a normal height to look through; Vortigern himself has to stand on his 
tippy toes. 

“Niss!” He whispers when he notices the girl about to knock on the front 
door, “I can see the weed. Gimmie a boost.” 

“Vortigern, I’m not helping you break into Celice’s house. That’s rude.” 

Vortigern grips the air, and his thorns grow out of the ground to wrap around 
his legs and lift him up. He’s such a cheater. “It’s not like I’ve dealt with a similar 
thing before. No, that would be too much of a coincidence for you.” 

Before Vortigern has a chance to make a break in, Niss stands as tall as she 
possibly can before knocking on the door. She hears a soft thud on the side of the 
building; when she looks over, Vortigern has fallen back on the ground. 

The door opens without a creak, which catches Niss off guard. Celice is 
standing at the door, hair frizzed up beyond belief. 

“Now, when I said ‘we need to talk soon’ I didn’t think this soon! How are you 
doing today?” 

Niss knows she’s in the clear. “A little wet, but otherwise alright.” 

“Come on in, then. No use in standing out here.” 

Celice’s home is freshly moved in. The walls and shelves are bare, but the 
occasional bauble sitting about gives Niss the impression that she’s working on 
fixing that. There’s a clean fire pit stationed in the center of the room, filled with 
fire that lights the room. Along the sides of the walls are new candles, also burning 
bright. 



Next to one of the tables is her dandelion, sharing the pot it sits in with 
Celice’s sugarcane. Sharing is an overstatement. Less than a day, and the simple 
flower has taken over the small pot. The sugarcane looks wilted. Celice probably 
hasn’t looked at it since she placed it there this morning. 

“Something wrong?” 

“Huh? Oh, I’ve been spaced out lately.” 

“Oh, honey,” Celice says, “Pull up a chair. Tell me about it.” 

They chat for a while, te ll ing each other stories of their lives from the past few 
months. Celice moved out of her parent’s abode, and now sells sugar every weekday 
in the mornings at the market. “There’s been challenges,” Celice says, speaking 
through her teacup. She offers some to Niss, but she politely declines. She’s all tea’d 
out for the time being. 

Niss herself weaves an illustrious and heartbreaking story about meeting the 
king, only for him to decline his offer of flower chef. “I’m just not ready,” Niss 
falsely quotes their leader. “He wants me to wait a couple of years until I’ve 
perfected my craft.” 

“Sweetheart,” her friend reassures, “I know how you feel. In fact—” 

There’s a tapping at Celice’s side window. When they both jerk their head 
towards it, they find nothing there. 

“That’s weird,” Celice comments, taking a sip of her tea. “Did you see anything 
out there?” 

Niss shakes her head no. The dandelion sitting on the table is slightly out of 
wither’s reach. Celice narrows her eyes at her window, and stands up to investigate. 
When she’s distracted, Niss takes one of her gloves off, and reaches for the pot 
quickly. Too quickly. She doesn't get a good grasp, and the pot hits the tile ground 
with an unfriendly noise. 

Thankfully, the pot doesn't break. It only echoes throughout the empty house, 
alerting Celice immediately. She finds Niss on the ground, scrambling to pick up 
sample plant. 

“Oh my Vernianth! Are you... okay?” 

Niss unintentionally holds out the potted dandelion when picking herself up. 
Celice takes it from her, scrutinizing it. In the background, Niss can see a cloaked 
figure looking through. Seems Vortigern has finally gotten a good boost from his 
thorns. 

“What’s happening to my dear sugarcane... Niss? What’s this?” 

There’s even roots peeking out from the bottom most holes of the pot. 
Dandelion roots. Her flower seems contented that it’s choked the life from it’s 



neighbor. 

“That’s... It’s a weed. Now if you please, let me wither it.” 

“You grow weeds? Is that why my sugarcane is dying?” 

“I-I didn’t know it would do that,” Niss stammers, reaching out for the flower 
pot. Celice holds it above her head. Niss sighs. She’s too short to reach. 

“You’re going to be like him, aren’t you?” 

Niss makes a pitiful jump to reach the pot. Celice holds it higher. “That’s not 
true. I’m not going to be like Vorti—” The word dies on her lips. 

Something clicks within Celice’s brain. Her eyes widen, before displaying a new 
emotion: anger. “I knew it! You were with that freak that lives at the edge of town. 
You lied to me! For a discount.” 

Celice’s grip tightens around the pot. Niss pleads. “Not for a discount, no. I 
didn’t want to be associated with him.” 

“It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?” Celice snarls, “Your plants lull other plants. 
And you gave me one that would destroy my entire crop.” 

“I... I didn't know. Celice. Please, let me wither it?” 

“Wither this.” 

At once, Celice winds up her arm, and throws the pot directly at her enemy. If 
Niss hadn’t dodged sooner, she’d have terracotta shards in her face. Instead, the 
otherwise pristine wall now has scratches running down it. Niss runs over to the 
remnants, and withers her dandelion. It dies in a fit of spite. 

“Get out of my house.” Celice commands. 

It’s still raining outside. A patient Vortigern sits in his cloak, now drenched by 
the sky’s downfall. He’s already withered his thorns down to nothing, and instead 
kicks a nearby rock around for entertainment. When he spots Niss, he rushes over, 
splashing water everywhere. 

You wither the plant?” 

Niss is already getting soaked to the bone. A stray drop falls off of her nose. 
‘Yeah.” 

Vortigern beams. “Good. I didn’t wanna break into a home for the second 
time today. Let’s go home and make dinner.” 

This startles Niss, but she keeps an unphased look. “I’m not hungry.” 

“That’s fine,” Vortigern places a hand on her back. She flinches. “I’m not 
either.” 



/ 

There are three types of animals that share the Glade. 

There are sheep. Usually someone of a lowly plantype takes on the role of 
shepherd, tending to the beasts’ every whim. In return, these creatures give out vital 
resources, such as milk and wool. Milk and wool, which feeds and clothes nearly 
every person of the Glade. 

There are crows. Crows are among some of the more evil beings of the world. 
They fly down from the Otherworld, eating and destroying the crops of many a 
gardener. They are feared, loathed, and shooed away. Vortigern sometimes takes the 
time of his day to feed them, Niss learns. 

Last, there are the rabbits. Also known as every man’s, woman’s, and children’s 
best friend. Niss’s mother owns the rabbit store in town, a family endeavor that’s 
three generations in the making. They are revered as the sole companion to 
everyone in the Glade, and are always known to cheer up a lost soul. 

Perhaps this is why, when the rain clears up, Vortigern asks Niss to fetch him a 
rabbit. Niss is more than willing to oblige, especially after what had happened. She 
needs a little cheering up. 

He tells her to be silent and sneaky while going up to the familiar store. Keep 
your head down, he says. Make sure that nobody recognizes you, he says. Keep your 
gloves on, his voice persists, dripping with the utmost desperation. 

Niss happily agrees, and Vortigern gives her the cloak he wore earlier. It’s still 
damp, and it smells like the soil from the garden outside. The cape part drags across 
the ground, and the hood covers her eyesight, but Niss adjusts. It’s mid-afternoon, 
and the sun is only beginning to make its descent. 

Getting into the rabbit store was easy. While locked, the door was old and 
could be unlocked via jiggling and a well placed hand. There is nobody inside when 
Niss breaks in; Mother was probably at home, beginning to prepare her dinner. 
There were no candles to guide her way, but she didn’t need them. Through pure 
memorization, and a handy little device that Vortigern gave her called a flashlight, 
she slinks through the dark shop with ease. 

Niss had been given direct commands to pick out an average rabbit. She paces 
between the pens where the rabbits live, deciding between two completely 
inconspicuous looking ones. She eventually chooses a pure white rabbit, with beady 
red eyes. It’s calm when she picks it up, and a quick inspection shows that it's 
healthy. She feels it’s steady breathing through her gloves. Vortigern will be so 
proud of her for choosing the perfect pet. 



A last minute thought has Niss staring at the unprotected pouch that her 
mother stores the shop’s money in. Vortigern isn’t the type to have much money. In 
fact, that bill count from earlier today was rather... small. Not enough to sustain 
themselves. 

She feels bad about this, but she takes a couple of bills as well. 

Niss escapes the small shop, sneaking her way back to the house. The rabbit 
stays still in her arms. Niss takes one of her gloves off to pet the soft fur. She 
knows she’s breaking orders, but it’s so soft and warm, and she could bury her 
entire body in the fur. She grows a daisy and picks it, to give to the animal. It 
nibbles on the petals. 

She makes it back safely to the house, her cloak muddy from where it dragged 
across the ground. Vortigern is chopping vegetables, humming a song. The 
television is on, displaying a man sitting in front of a table, telling of the day’s 
events. She holds the rabbit up to Vortigern, who scrutinizes it harder than she did. 
He then smiles from ear to ear. He pulls out a sharp axe from the closet. He’s 
thinking ahead! He’s going to chop firewood for the woodstove, Niss thinks. He 
takes the rabbit outside, and Niss eagerly follows. He places the small creature on a 
stump, which is odd; but Niss nods her head anyway. 

“So, what are we naming it?” 

“Naming it? Kiddo, this is dinner.” 

Thorns appear out of the ground, pinning down the creature. It begins to 
move and twitch. In a flash, Vortigern brings down the axe in a swift sweep. 

There’s an unpleasant sound which sounds like a sick combination of the 
creature shrieking and a silent pause that comes afterward. Vortigern brings the axe 
back, which is now painted bright red. From behind him, Niss can see the head roll 
off of the stump and onto the ground. 

Niss screams. 

Vortigern drops the axe, and whips around in surprise. There’s droplets of 
blood on his face and coat. Niss begins to stumble backwards. 

“You’re a monster. I didn’t want to admit it until now. But you’re 100%, 
through and through, a terrible person.” 

“Niss, you’re over exaggerating. Wanna see me skin it?” 

Niss gags. Vortigern reaches out to confront her, but she backs up further. 

“No. All I’ve been for the past two days is miserable. I’ve been stung, lifted 10 
feet in the air, one of my friends now hates me because I have the nerve to talk to 
you. 

“So?” Vortigern’s voice has an edge to it. An uncaring, ugly edge. 



Niss is fuming. “So? Your plants are disgusting. You’re disgusting. You lulled a 
rabbit. And now you’re going to eat it.” 

Vortigern puts his hands in his pockets, and seems to shrink a little. “Look, it’s 
how I live. And it’s not like I can dictate what my plants eat.” 

‘You...” Niss speaks through gritted teeth “Feed rabbits to your plants?” 

‘Yeah, some of them actually need—” 

“Nope. I’m done.” Niss jerks around, and begins crossing the bridge to go 
somewhere else. Anywhere else. 

“Where are you going?” Vortigern inquires. He picks up the limp body of the 
rabbit, and looks at his cut. It’s not as clean as he would have liked, but it’ll get the 
job done. 

“Back to the King. I’m appealing my mentorship.” 

It’s an hour’s trek to the castle. Niss had to avoid the evening villagers, who 
may or may not have already heard what had happened at Celice’s house. The town 
spreads stories quickly. Maybe Niss can outrun them. 

She reaches the castle gate, where the guard has fallen asleep nearby. Good. 
She has no time to explain the fickleness of the situation to lowly gardeners. She 
takes a right, and another right, and finally a left, and she finds herself in the castle 
food court. Inside, the king is enjoying his nice second course— a meal consisting 
of pleasant carnations. 

He freezes, mid-chew, at Niss’s arrival. He stands, and appears before Niss 
quicker than she thought possible. He swallows. 

“Sir Omo, I respectfully request a—” 

“Niss. You shouldn’t be here.” His tone is now stern, hardened by the fact that 
he’s still eating. 

She loses her words at the worst time possible. It takes her a moment to 
recollect her thoughts, and when she does, she finds the King looks less than 
pleased. 

“I’m sorry, Sir, but I was disturbed, and I thought if I take action before 
anything too permanent happens. Then it would be easier to undo. I request an... 
appeal from my mentorship from Vortigern.” 

“Oh? Why?” 

“Because he’s insane,” Niss blurts out, before continuing, “I mean, he’s a great 
guy, but within the past two days—” 

“He’s broken into homes, stores, gotten himself banned from the 
marketplace?” The King interrupts Niss again, “We know. Word spreads fast. He’s 
been rather active today, hasn’t he?” 



“I can’t deal with his antics. He’s too destructive. I see why now he’s been 
exiled.” 

The King thinks about this for a minute, and then leans forward, and grabs 
Niss’s shoulders— tightly. He begins ushering her through the corridors. “Exiled is 
a strong word, Niss. As much as we would like to exile him, we can’t do it with our 
current space predicament. Perhaps if someone was able to move the thorns back, 
or destroy them altogether...” 

Something clicks within Niss’s head. 

“But, alas, he is stuck there. Do you think he’s happy there, Niss?” 

“I... I don’t think so.” 

“You see, Niss, the real reason I put you there is so that maybe, he could find a 
little happiness of his own. As much as he’s helping you, you’re helping him. Does 
that make sense?” 

Niss digs her heels in. “And not because I grow weeds like him.” 

Despite her sudden stop, she’s simply not strong enough to resist the king’s 
constant pushing. She’s ushered harder, already at the castle gates. The guard is still 
sleeping in the corner. The King lightly kicks at his feet with his own, and he comes 
to. For a second, and not any longer, his tone becomes friendly again. 

“Oswald, take our friend Niss down to her residence, please.” 

Oswald stands on his feet, saluting the king. He picks his spear up, which Niss 
now notices it’s designed to look like the barrier thorns, and gives it a quick twirl. 
Oswald motions to the bridge. Niss pulls the cloak up around her head as a way to 
retort. She can lead herself home. 

When she arrives back at the shack that Vortigern lives in, there’s no trace of 
rabbit anywhere. Even on the stump where the murder took place, there isn’t a hint 
of blood. Vortigern cleans up nicely. 

She opens the door, and Vortigern has laid himself back on the couch, 
continuously changing the picture on the television. There’s a pot on the 
Otherworld device called an oven, bubbling with the contents of a stew cooking. 

“Back so soon?” 

“Only because the King said no.” 

Vortigern snorts. Whatever it is, it isn’t very funny to Niss. 

“What, did he say anything else? Anything about why you’re really here? Any 
small talk on the weather?” 

“Quit being such a weed.” 

“He didn’t tell you.” Vortigern has a tone to his voice that makes Niss want to 
rip her hair out. A smirk draws itself across his face. 



“Well, maybe,” Niss has to raise her voice, “He was busy eating dinner.” 

“That’s an excuse.” Vortigern flips over on the couch. His small ponytail is 
coming undone. 

“Well, rabbit murderer, can you tell me why I’m here then?” 

Sans the television, the room becomes quiet. Vortigern sighs. He’s about to 
open his mouth, but a hissing sound in the kitchen stops him short. He drags 
himself off of the couch, to attend to his probable mess. 

“I’ll tell you tomorrow. For now, enjoy some actual, wholesome food.” He says, 
muffled by grumbles. 
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Niss doesn't enjoy her food. 

If she wasn’t so hungry, she wouldn’t be eating this. She pokes at the cubes of 
potatoes floating about in her bowl, stabbing them violently together. There’s barely 
any “meat” in the mix, but the small chunks that look like the remains of a rabbit 
she avoids like a plague. This stew would taste a lot better if murder wasn’t involved 
in the making of it. 

Vortigern has taken back to sleeping on the couch. In favor of more legroom, 
her clothes have been kicked to the floor. A blanket covers his face again, and this 
time it’s blanket he stole from Niss’s house. The name ‘jerk’ sticks out in her mind. 

And yet, she’s worried about him. She’s not surprised at all why he’s so thin; he 
had about two bites of his own stew. And, as Niss recalls, this is the only thing he’s 
had today. 

Niss thinks about what the king said to her before she was pushed out. As 
much as he’s a rabbit-murdering, burglarizing, actual thorn in the hind of society, 
he’s been nothing but kind to Niss. 

Well, as much a kindness as Vortigern can muster. 

She thinks about what the king said to her, as she was being forced back 
outside. Vortigern is destructive in nature, to himself and his surroundings. He 
needs something to keep him entertained, or else... 

There wasn’t going to be a “or else”, she decides. She’ll play the martyr, who 
keeps the weed happy enough that he won’t think about destroying the town. She’ll 
keep him happy, even if it means her own happiness gets choked from her. 

Niss would rather think that she’s staying here on her own will, and not 
anybody else's demands. It’s better that way. She changes into her pajamas, turns the 
lamps off, and tucks herself into her cot for the night. 

This time, when she awakes, she’s not covered head to toe in man-eating 
thorns. It’s Vortigern that is. 

She’s groggy when she awakes, and the clouds overhead aren't doing anything 
to wake her up, but the sight of her mentor snaps her conscious. Overnight, the 
blanket had been torn off of him, holes poked in it by his own creation. Vortigern’s 
entire body is tense in his sleep. His movements look limited, but he’s still able to 
breathe. 

Without hesitation, Niss grabs a thick thorned stem curled up around 
Vortigern’s arm with an ungloved hand, and pulls. 

It’s not the pain of barbs pulled from his skin that wakes Vortigern up, rather, 



Niss’s shriek. He opens his eyes, takes in the situation, and closes them. 

“Kiddo. That’s what the gloves are for.” he mumbles, before almost falling 
back asleep. 

“Don’t you care that you’re being eaten by your own plant? You can hardly 
breathe!” Niss, being more cautious with her own hands, pulls off a second vine. 
For the most part, they aren't growing back. 

Vortigern says something incomprehensible. 

Since he doesn't care about his own predicament, and since she’s unable to 
wither his plants, Niss pries back the thorns with caution, one row of barbs at a 
time. Vortigern is unflinching, even when some of the deeper rooted thorns are 
removed. When Niss is finally done, only Vortigern remains. A bloodied Vortigern, 
but an alive one. For good measure, she throws the blanket back over him. 

Looking through the cupboards, Niss finds a delightful surprise: something 
that isn’t berry cobbler. It’s an ingredient to make the stuff, but regardless, it’s useful 
to her cause. 

She plunks a hot bowl onto Vortigern’s bony chest, and he wakes up within 
seconds, looking like he’s about to lull someone. 

“Wha...What’s this.” 

“Breakfast.” 

“You used my cobbler supplies... to make me something I won’t eat.” 

“It’s oatmeal.” 

“And I’m not old.” 

Niss whines. “You don’t eat anything! You’re such a hypocrite. You said you 
were hungry last night and you barely ate then.” 

“That was last night.” 

“You’re going to wither away like your plants.” 

Vortigern drops his head back on his pillow, to stare aimlessly at the ceiling. 
“Let me.” 

Niss sits herself on the stool across from the couch, starting at the mess of a 
man. After a minute, she comes up with the perfect solution. Her face twists into a 
cruel smile at the thought of her plan. 

“Fine, then. I guess I’m not hungry then, either.” 

“That’s a lie,” Vortigern says, not changing his glare from the ceiling, “You’re 
always hungry.” 

“Nope. Not hungry. I guess I’ll eat whenever you do.” 

Vortigern takes the effort to sit up and place his still hot bowl of oatmeal on 
the tea table. He stares daggers into Niss, who’s silly evil smile is still curled into her 



face. She has her legs crossed, waiting for the man to crumble. 

“I’m calling your bluff, there’s no way that you’d be able to last even half a day 
without something to eat. You’re too whiney.” 

“Then I’ll start whining around noontime, then.” 

“Niss, don’t do this.” 

“I won’t do it if you won’t do it.” 

Vortigern swings his feet over the edge of the couch, situating himself so that 
he can stare into his oatmeal. He begins to think long and hard about his options. 
His thinking gets interrupted by a nearby stomach growl. It’s not his stomach. 

“Fine. Dump some sugar on this for me, at least.” 

“Right-o. And I’ll make some for myself, too.” 

The two eat in silence, Vortigern still giving off a peeved look that his cobbler 
ingredients have been depleted at the hands of a young girl. He pokes with his 
spoon, looking unsatisfied. Niss, having already finished her bowl, sits across from 
him, her leg jumping impatiently. 

“What do you want?” 

“Tell me. Why I’m here. You said you would, remember?” 

‘Yeah. Yeah. Look, kiddo, I’m not the best at breaking news to people.” 
Vortigern finally takes a bite of his oatmeal. He frowns at the bowl. 

“The king told me that I’m here because you’ll end up destroying everything if 
you’re left alone.” 

Vortigern nearly chokes. 

“Well, I’m not that bad at breaking news. That guy... avoids the topic. I’m not 
going to destroy the town.” 

‘You’re avoiding the topic right now.” Niss says. It makes Vortigern fidget in 
his seat. 

“Maybe because it’s better you not know.” 

“Vortigern. Every time you don’t tell me what’s going on, I end up getting 
hurt.” 

Vortigern takes on a solemn look. Just as Niss is about to stop pressuring him, 
he begins speaking. 

“What was the first flower you were able to grow?” 

“Oh! Daisies. They began sprouting up underneath my feet last month.” 

“A little useless, but okay. Go outside and grow me a daisy. When you manage 
to pick one, bring it back to me.” 

Niss leaps from her chair, glad that her life now has purpose. She dashes out 
into the dew covered grass, forgetful to throw on her boots. She kneels down and 



begins to grow flowers at a frantic place, out-blooming the ivy and thorns with her 
own bright plants. When she dosen’t find a daisy in her mix of flowers, she sits 
herself down in the wet grass to focus her grow She’s getting cold, but no matter. 
She focuses her sight on a small plot of land, and a tulip grows. 

That’s not right. 

She withers the tulip, and with more focus and determination, waves her hands 
about. From the soil comes up a dandelion. Frustrated, she withers it away. Daisy, 
she thinks. Daisy. She must grow a daisy. 

Several more attempts, and Niss is getting tired. Forcing yourself to grow a 
particular plant is draining. When a rose pops up for the fourth time, Niss rips it 
out of the ground and throws it, causing a healthy amount of pain via barbed stem 
to her ungloved hand. No matter how hard she tries or wills it, the flower just won’t 
pop up. She’s starting to destroy the ground around her by overplanting. 

After enough time has passed, Vortigern comes outside. He’s wearing his 
slippers and bathrobe, yawning at the world around him. He kneels down beside 
Niss, watching her get increasingly frustrated. If he were any more observant, he’d 
notice a tear running down her cheek. 

“Why can’t I grow daisies?” 

In a last ditch effort, she musters enough energy inside of her to try one last 
time. She closes her eyes, and sets her hands in front of her. With a sudden jerk 
upward, she tries for daisies. 

She ends up growing a three foot tall dandelion instead. 

When she opens her eyes, Niss jolts backward at the sight of her powers. 
Vortigern bends over the flower, admiring the enormous yellow petals before 
withering it away with a twist of a hand. How Vortigern is able to do that with 
gloves on still boggles Niss. He sits himself on the grass across from her. This is 
feeling oddly familiar. 

“Hmm. Just as I thought.” 

“You knew this was going to happen?” Niss asks, “That’s... What’s 
happening?” 

“Your powers are going to end up self destructing on themselves. That’s what’s 
happening.” 

“You’re not making this very clear. Why can’t I grow daisies?” 

“The same reason I haven’t been able to for fifteen years.” 

Vortigern’s voice gains a sadness to it that Niss hasn’t seen before. Slowly, she 
scoots backwards. 

“The King thinks you’re going to start growing weeds soon.” He says. “And I 



think, for once in his life, he’s right.” 

Niss pushes herself over, sitting sideways on the ground. The drain of her 
ability has exhausted her for today. Grass water seeps into her clothes. It’s just cold 
enough to keep her awake. 

“Kiddo, I. I’m coming up with a plan. I don’t know if it-it’ll be able to do 
much, but,” 

“No. Leave me here to wither like the rest of my flowers.” 

Vortigern scoffs. “Now you’re just being overdramatic. Get up. Go get some 
actual clothes on.” 

“You’re such a hypocrite,” Niss curls up tighter in the grass, “Everything you 
tell me to do you don’t do yourself. You’ve even gone to the otherworld, but you 
don’t let anyone else through the thorns.” 

“Oh, yeah?” 

‘Yeah.” 

“You know why that is, right?” 

Niss sits there, face half sunken into the ground. She can’t be bothered to 
make a response. 

“It’s so you don’t end up like me. C’mon, get out of the mud. And put your 
gloves on. I have a real feeling that we’re going to be dealing with an angry Niss, 
and sooner or later that’s going to start causing problems.” 

Niss finds the ground as comfortable as her bed back at home. With heavy 
eyelids, she passes out among the dewdrops. 

When she wakes up again, she’s stuck back in her cot, with dirt caked in her 
hair and plain tuckered out. No wonder Vortigern feels tired all of the time. She 
tries to lift herself up with her arms, but struggles to do even that. Well, the cot is 
comfortable. 

A mysterious force pulls her blanket over her. Niss takes this as permission to 
collapse back on the cot. 

“You realize, overplanting exhaustion is a thing.” 

“No” Niss mumbles. “Sn’ot a thing.” 

The sunlight shines through the window, and warms Niss’s back. It’s enough to 
put her back to sleep. 

She awakes again, drool plastered to her face. The atmosphere has cooled 
considerably, making the warmth of her blanket that much more desirable. Her 
eyelids snap open. The windows shows nothing but darkness outside. How long did 
she sleep? 

She tears off the blanket, embracing the damp air around her. Vortigern’s 



watching television. 

“Oh look, you’re awake.” 

“Wha... what time is it?” 

“You slept about 10 hours. It’s common.” 

“Common? I slept all day. It’s nighttime! I wasted an entire day.” 

‘Yeah,” Vortigern turns up the volume of the television, as if Niss is bugging 
her. “That’s common. You overgrew. Growing a dandelion three times bigger than 
it should be does that to you.” 

“Is that why you’re tired all the time?” 

“Nope.” Vortigern rubs his eyes, as if the rings around them will come off by 
simply wiping them. Unsurprisingly, they’re still on his skin.’Tm tired because my 
magic doesn’t play by the rules. Even with my gloves on it’s prone to..Vortigern 
points at the floorboard thorns. Niss has gotten good at avoiding them. The thorns 
have gotten better at growing outwards, ready to trip Niss up at a moment’s notice, 
“...do things like this. It drains you, kiddo. You of all people must have learned that 
by now.” 

Niss moves her feet over the edge of the cot. The air next to the ground is 
freezing. 

“I don’t... I don’t wanna be tired all the time. I don’t wanna be—” 

“Like me?” Vortigern interrupts, although he doesn't seem angry that Niss said 
it. “I agree. My life sucks. That’s why I have a plan. You like plans, right?” 

In a last minute decision, Niss curls up into a ball on her cot, and wraps the 
scratchy blanket around her body, leaving her head to stick out. Vortigern excitedly 
picks himself up and trawls to the kitchen, before coming back out with a book. 
Most of the pages are blank when he opens it, but there’s a few pages that are 
completely scribbled on with ink. 

“We’re going to try to prolong the flowers. Long enough that the King will 
accept you back into the community. Once he sees that you can’t possibly be a 
threat, then he’ll have to come to the conclusion that you no longer need exiling.” 

“What about you?” 

“Me?” Vortigern scoffs. “I’m too far gone for that. But you... Okay. We’ll keep 
you happy, and healthy, keep you away from all my plants... This will work.” 

Vortigern flips to a certain page, and tosses it onto the cot. It’s a blueprint. Of 
what, exactly is unknown. Vortigern’s handwriting is beyond comprehension 

“Now, I know you’re a bit, well, testy about heights. But I was thinking if we 
didn’t add any windows I don’t think you’d be afraid.” 

Niss puts two and two together. “You want to build a house for me off the 



ground.” 

“A treehouse, yes. It’d only be for sleeping, but I think...” Vortigern eyes 
widen. Niss gets the feeling that he hasn’t been this excited in a long time. “I think 
if we don’t include a window then you won’t even feel it. The fear, I mean.” 

Niss, swaddled in a blanket, keeps her head still. Instead, her eyes move to the 
ground, where the floorboard thorns have become as excited as him. A distinct row 
of barbs wraps around his ankle, which Vortigern doesn't even feel. Instead, it 
reminds him of something. Vortigern almost trips on his own thorns while dashing 
into the kitchen, the tail of his pink bathrobe trailing him. 

When he returns, he tosses Niss a couple of tube-like pieces of fabric onto her 
cot. From her swaddle, they look irresistibly fuzzy. Almost like... 

“This was the rabbit.” 

“And now it’s a pair of legwarmers. They’ll keep you warm, and they’ll prevent 
any more rashes from popping up on your shins.” 

“I’m not going to wear the rabbit. What you did to that poor creature is 
unbearable.” Niss turns her nose up at the garments. 

“Yeah, and the community is treating us so much better. At least I had the 
decency to end its life quickly.” 

Something about this is unsettling to Niss. To make Vortigern happy, she 
unwinds the blanket around her, and picks up the sleeves born from murder. 

They’re are as soft as they look, and the stitching isn’t half bad either; even if it was 
made by a man who wears gloves all the time. She slips one of the leg warmers 
onto one of her calves. They’re almost as warm as the stove they’ve been sitting 
nearby. She slips the other one on, too. Suddenly, the room isn’t as as cold as before. 

“I’m wearing death.” 

“Very poetic. Now go get something to eat.” 

“Did you eat?” Niss asks. Vortigern purses his lips. 

“I’m not hungry.” 

“Mmkay.” Niss says, curling back up on the cot, “I’m not either then.” 

“Niss, this is silly.” 

‘You’re silly,” She retorts, retreating to underneath her blanket, “If you think 
you can keep starving yourself like this.” 

“I’m used to it.” 

The hum of the television filled the silent gaps of the room, masking the 
situation as a pleasant one. Niss has to do everything around here, doesn't she? She 
pulls herself up from her sleeping spot, stretches out her muscles, and brings the 
blanket with her into the kitchen. There’s a freshly made cobbler, sitting 



undisturbed. The glassware containing it is still warm to the touch. She cuts a 
couple pieces out for herself and Vortigern, and brings it out to him complete with 
a fork. The cobbler hasn’t set right, and berry juice drips from the plate onto 
Vortigern’s shirt. He stares at the impending stains. 

“You’re a little brat.” 

“And you’re not?” Niss swirls her finger into the juice on her plate, and takes a 
taste. She’s reminded why she bought sugar. “Oh, my apologies. I was told to 
respect the elders of the community.” 

As Niss smiles at her own crack, an unknowing thorn wraps around her now 
protected ankle. As soon as she tries to take a step forward, she trips. She catches 
herself in time, but not quick enough to catch her plate. As a result, there’s now a 
smear of cobbler running down her overalls. 

Niss can hear a snicker behind her. Slowly, she turns herself around. 

“Vortigern.” 

Vortigern is fai li ng to keep his giggles silent. When he sees the frontside of 
Niss, he can’t contain himself. 

“I cannot wait to start on that tree house tomorrow. To get away from you.” 
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It’s impossible to for Niss to sleep during the night, due to how long she was 
passed out during the day. So, she takes to the plant book. 

Reading the entries is even harder in dim lamplight, but she manages. Some of 
the plants deemed poisonous are actually quite pretty. Plants like the Foxglove and 
Lily of the Valley are pretty enough that unsuspecting people could pass them by as 
normal flowers. Nightshades even look edible enough to be added into someone’s 
dinner. If Vortigern wanted to kill someone, he would have done it by now. In fact, 
it probably took more work to keep the plants away from the community. 

There’s a distinct change about halfway through the pages which bubbles 
questions to the top of Niss’s mind. The handwriting, if not disastrous before, 
became a near illegible mess. It’s as if, one day, Vortigern lost all coordination in his 
hands. The words themselves become more elaborate, if heavier in tone. There’s 
even some words they never covered in school mixed in. It’s giving her eyes a 
workout. She’d ask Vortigern what they mean, but he’s managed to pass out on the 
couch again. At least he took a bite of his cobbler. 

The dandelion page doesn't freak her out anymore, but it does raise more 
questions. The King knew what the flower was. Celiece didn’t. What was the extent 
of knowledge that everyone in town held about these plants? Niss can’t recall a 
single time when Vortigern’s plants were covered in class. With his toxins and the 
community’s ignorance, that’s a disaster waiting to happen. 

With Niss on watch, the thorns don’t seem to be pursuing Vortigern as much. 
He’s able to sleep in relative peace, blanket over his head instead of his body. He 
does squirm in his sleep, however. Maybe the thorns are keeping him still. Maybe 
they’re actually out for cold blood. Niss can’t tell. 

When she tires of the book, Niss puts it away quietly, as to not disturb her 
mentor. It’s pitch black outside. It’s pitch black inside, too, save for the reading 
lamp. She finds her boots and sweatshirt, and puts them on. Then, opening the 
door as silently as she possibly can, Niss sneaks out into the nighttime. 

It’s a half moon tonight, which gives Niss enough light to guide her way into 
the garden. She finds an empty spot of land where Vortigern’s plants haven’t 
completely taken over, and sits herself down in the dirt. With what power she 
hasn’t used for the day, she begins to grow a flower. She channels her concentration 
into the small plot of land beneath her, and the flower sprouts out of the ground 
with haste. It’s a tulip. At least she still has those. With a bit more determination, 
she grows it to twice the average size. Her hands begin to shake, but she continues 



until it’s thrice the normal size. Even though the bud at the top stays unopened, it’s 
about the size of her head. When she’s unable to grow the tulip any bigger, she 
passes out in front of her creation. Vortigern was right. Overgrowing is a real thing. 

When Niss wakes up again, her entire body feels the chill of dewdrops soaked 
into her clothes. Her eyesight focuses, and there’s a scrawny man standing over her. 
It’s not Vortigern. 

“Howdy!” 

The friendly hello snaps Niss into reality, and she rolls to the side, where she 
can get a better view of the man. While long and limber like her mentor, he actually 
has some toned muscle attached. He also doesn’t look like he’s been dragged 
through the dirt. He cocks his head in amusement, and holds an ungloved hand out 
to Niss. 

“The name’s Mack.” The man, who wears a bucket hat and raincoat, is smiling 
brighter than the sun. She uses the stranger’s hand to pull herself up. Her tulip has 
lasted through the night, and stands almost as tall as her. It’s a testament to how 
stubborn she can get. Mack bends down to inspect it. He has a box in his hand. 

“This your grow? Rather impressive for a litde lady such as yourself” 

Niss giggles. 

“You lost? Not many folk come way out here. I can lead you back home, if you 
need.” 

“Actually,” Niss turns around, looking at the shack. It’s looks especially broken 
down today. “This is my home. The king assigned me to live with Vortigern as a 
mentor...” 

Mack’s smile is unfaltering. Instead, it somehow becomes larger on his face. It’s 
getting kind of creepy. 

“Oh! You’re the litde girl who lives with him. The entire community’s been 
talking about you, deerie. You must know that by now.” 

A chill runs down Niss’s spine. 

“Anyway, can you do me a solid, and give this box to him when he wakes up? I 
know he’s not a morning person, but I bring him his gifts anyway. He’s rather 
creepy to talk to, isn’t he?” 

Apparently, Niss isn’t as awake as she thought she was. “Excuse me?” 

“The way he saunters around. How he manages to break into things without 
repercussion. You, of all people must know how dangerous a man like that is to the 
community. He’s a bit creepy, no? I wouldn’t want to be on that man’s bad side 
when he—” 

“When he what?” Niss asks. She desperately wants to wipe the smile straight 



off of Mack’s face. “When he destroys everything you know and love?” 

“Exacdy! You learn fast, sweetie. Must have gotten good grades in class.” Mack 
looks down at Niss’s legs, and his face finally changes to something other than a 
smile. It just so happens to be an even bigger smile. “Look! You’re even wearing 
rabbit. He’s taken a liking to you. We’ll be spared together when he decides to take 
his wrath.” 

Niss grabs the box from his hands, and storms off to inside the house. As far 
as she’s concerned, he disappears from existence. 

When she opens the door, Vortigern isn’t in the living room. Instead, he’s 
pouring himself a cup of tea in the kitchen, humming a tune Niss has never heard 
before. Niss slams the box in front of him. 

“Oh. Today is Mack day.” 

“He’s really creepy, Vortigern.” 

“I know.” 

“And you don’t do anything about it?” 

“He gives me gifts every month! There’s nothing I need to do about it.” 
Vortigern takes a sip of his tea. Niss decides to sit down alongside him and pour 
herself a cup, too. “He thinks I’m going to destroy the Glade one day, so he gives 
me gifts to spare his own rear end.” 

“Destroy the Glade?” Niss asks. The steam from the cup rises into her face. It’s 
a nice warmth compared to outside. Vortigern swishes around his cup, before 
downing all of the tea inside. 

“Would you like me to?” 

“That’s horrible!” 

“Only if you say pretty please.” 

Vortigern opens the lid of the box, which is constructed from a nice, expensive 
wood. His eyes light up, but only enough to make it look like he’s actually enjoying 
the sensation of unwrapping a gift. 

“Niss, it’s exacdy what I wanted! Another ceramic mug. This’ll go great in my 
ceramic mug collection.” 

Vortigern instructs Niss to open the bottommost cupboard underneath the 
sink. She follows his command, and upon opening it, there’s several more mugs 
almost identical to the one he’s holding. He throws his mug into the mix, causing 
several to break with a loud noise. Vortigern then takes his anger out on the 
wooden box in front of him, tearing it apart with his bare hands, throwing the 
pieces next to the woodstove. 

“Now, next time, he needs to send me something useful. How about a coat 



that actually fits me?” Vortigern stretches his arms, and several inches of wrist poke 
out from his bathrobe. Everything he wears seems to be too short for his body. 

“Have you ever thought about destroying the Glade?” 

Vortigern pours himself another cup of tea. 

“At all? As a passing thought?” 

He takes a sip. It’s much colder than before. 

“Vortigern, please—” 

He stands to his own dizzying height. “Let’s go build you a treehouse.” 

Vortigern wanders outside, still in his bathrobe and slippers. Niss follows her 
mentor aimlessly, until he spots the giant tulip in the back garden. He walks over to 
it, scrutinizing the purple bulb now in bloom. 

“Why?” 

“Tulips were my second flower. I’d thought it be nice to have a countdown 
clock.” 

“Until when, you grow a second head? Wither it. I’m going to plant the tree 
here.” 

“I don’t want to. Vortigern, I want to know when my powers start to die off so 
I can plan...” 

“That’s rather pessimistic,” Vortigern stares at the harmless flower, soaking up 
the sunshine of the day, “Why not start sitting in the plaza with a sign that says ‘the 
end is near’? Maybe ring the castle bell while you’re at it.” 

“You’re pessimistic.” She reaffirms. 

“Correct. It’ll wither on its own within the week.” 

Niss, and her entire world, freezes. Plants grown don’t wither on their own. 
They only wither when the grower can’t create them anymore. That usually means 
the grower has died. 

In this case, it’s something else. Losing her balance, she sits down on the soil. 

When Niss comes back to her surroundings, Vortigern is pinching the bridge 
of his nose. His mouth is grumbling mess of curse words, jumbled together into a 
puzzle. Niss hasn’t even learned half of them. 

“I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“I’m going to lose my tulips. In a week.” 

Vortigern rips off one of his gloves, and the ground around him begins to 
twist. Thorns flare up at his legs and twist around the lower part of them, rooting 
him to the ground. With a calm exhale and a hand jerk upwards, a sapling 
obliterates the soil in front of him, tunneling upwards at a rapid pace. Within ten 
seconds, it’s a fully grown tree. The branches grow outward, and then when that’s 



finished, leaves grow out. Another ten, and the tree is big enough to cast a shadow 
on the house. With a smirk, he puts his glove back on. He hasn’t even broken a 
sweat. 

This is a man of immense power, and he uses that power to make a blackberry 
cobbler once in a rare while. 

Niss is starstruck. She stands herself up to get closer to the trunk of the tree, 
which is smooth looking. As soon as she passes her mentor, he tugs on the hood of 
her sweatshirt, pulling her back. 

“Wait for it.” 

At once, something from the trunk itself emerges. Spikes clustered together, 
the size of daggers, push their way into the world, stabbing the air around them. 
When they stop growing, Vortigern gives off a huff of relief. 

“Everything you grow has thorns on it.” 

“And the sky is blue.” Vortigern says. “We’re going to de-barb this guy for our 
purposes. Just going to take some time. Probably all day. You read my book. Tell 
me, you know what this is?” 

“It’s a... It’s a honey locust.” Niss nears the tree, which Vortigern has grown to 
be twice as tall as the house. Niss could lull a man with those spikes. Not on 
purpose, of course. But one could imagine. 

“Very good.” Vortigern’s scratchy voice rings out behind her. There’s a sudden 
flash of metal, and one of the spike clusters pops off next to her face. Niss 
flinches. 

“And this is my axe.” 



A happy Vortigern is a Vortigern at work, Niss quickly finds out. 

The days that follow are rather pleasant for all parties involved. Vortigern is 
sleeping from the exhaustion that the day’s end brings, rather than the general 
lethargy that his plants bring him. Niss watched him eat something twice in one day 
— a record for the short time they’ve spent together. He’s even changing out of 
pajamas every day, into some actual clothes. He uses his thorns to boost him in the 
air and maneuver around the honey locust, which looks fun in practice. In reality, he 
could break something if he fell. 

Niss takes to the household chores, not wanting to get in Vortigern’s way. The 
laundry is easy enough, as the river is right outside the front door. Feeding 
Vortigern’s ‘pets’, however, makes her sick to her stomach. The venus flytraps 
happily close up around the small chunks of rabbit Niss has to give to them. A 
person eating meat is enough to make her squirm. But plants with a taste for meat? 
Unacceptable. 

She waters both the plants inside, and they thank her by opening up their 
flowers to her. Although it seems they thrive on pain alone, Niss also waters the 
floorboard thorns. They show their gratitude by creating a single berry on their 
vine. Niss picks it and eats it. It’s delightfully sweet, but the sudden sourness at the 
end makes her twist her face. 

She also waters the tulip, which wasn’t as perky as the days before, but seems 
thankful anyway. It opens up to show a bright purple interior, just for Niss. She 
decides to call Vortigern over, who should be nearby. When he doesn't reply, Niss 
glances over at the honey locust. He isn’t up in the tree, creating the foundation for 
Niss’s room. He isn’t gathering supplies at the trunk, either. 

He’s being eaten alive by his thorns nearby. 

Niss drops her watering can, and without hesitation, jumps the small gate of 
the garden. A mass of thorns ten times bigger than Vortigern’s body has wrapped 
itself around the frail man, leaving nothing but a face and a couple of hands poking 
out. His eyes have glossed over, and he sports a small smile. 

“Vortigern!” 

One of the thorny vines pushes itself against his face. 

Niss runs closer, avoiding the thorns that begin to sprout trying to trip her. 

The bundle is trying to push him to the center. Succeeding, even. 

“Vortigern!” 

Her mentor stays silent. He seems contented to be swallowed alive. Niss tries 



to pull at the barbs. One of the thorns wraps itself around her waist, and pulls 
back. She screams. 

“This isn’t funny! Vortigern, you have to...” 

With a jerk, she goes in to slap Vortigern’s face. One of the vines catches her 
wrist before contact, and yanks her arm back. His face is really starting to unnerve 
her. 

“Vort, please, are you alive? Please. Vort.” 

“What did I tell you about—” Vortigern’s eyes are no longer glossy. He blinks, 
and then looks at his surroundings. “—never using that... Niss.” 

They lock eyes. His look pained, and even a litde sad. The smile becomes 
genuine, however. 

He’s done this before, hasn’t he? 

“Inside closet. Bottle. Weed killer.” 

Niss nods, and even though the instructions are simple, she knows exactly 
what to do. Vortigern’s eyes gloss over again, and his mouth hang open. A stray 
thorn tries to grow its way inside. Niss smacks it away before leaving. 

She spares no second reaching the indoor broom closet, where a myriad of old 
boxes and glassware lay. She frantically searches every corner, until a bottle made 
from otherworld material on the top shelf catches her eye. She jumps to grab it, 
and scans the label. It’s in a writing she can’t understand, but there’s dandelions on 
the cover, so this must be what she’s looking for. 

Niss hurries on back outside, where the situation has gotten worse. Both of 
Vortigern’s hands have been tied back, and his face is beginning to disappear into 
the mess, too. The thorn attempting to grow inside Vortigern’s mouth has 
succeeded in its task of doing so. Vortigern isn’t going to like that. 

The botde is so small, and Niss is afraid that this isn’t going to work. He’s 
almost entirely consumed by now, two dark ringed eyes staring out into the abyss. 
The mass of thorns has also begun to wind itself around Niss as well. Before she 
can get close enough, they root her steps to the ground. Running out of options, 
she aims the front part at Votigern’s partially covered face, and squeezes the trigger. 
A spray of mist jolts out. The thorns stop where they are. 

Vortigern sneezes. 

The mass of thorns begins to shrink into the ground, leaving behind the soil it 
came from. Vortigern is relatively unseen, until the last of the barbs wither away. 
The thorns around Niss’s legs release themselves as well, giving a last hurrah by 
scraping against her legs in an attempt to cause damage. When the scene calms, 
Vortigern is alone. His scrawny arms are the only thing keeping him from a face full 



of dirt, and even those are beginning to falter. He sits like that, breathing deeply, 
staring at the ground for a great time. When Niss tries to get close, thorns wrap 
themselves around her boots, locking her in place. 

“Why?” a mutter echoes. Niss so very much wants to help him up. 

“Why, uh, what?” 

“I don’t... understand,” Vortigern is struggling to find the breath to conjure 
his words. Niss tries to take a step forward. It dosen’t work. “I’m doing everything 
right. I’m eating... sleeping... I’m taking care of myself. Why?” 

Vortigern is about to collapse. Niss may not have the answer to whatever he’s 
looking for, but she can tell. He’s broken over... something. In a rash decision, Niss 
slips out of her tied up rain boots, and steps on the ground with her bare feet. It 
puts her close enough to be able to reach a hand downward. From Vortigern’s view 
of the ground, all he can see is two small sets of toes. He looks up, and Niss is 
holding out a hand. She looks terrified. 

He takes her hand, and he’s lifted up back into the world of the living. For a 
moment, anyway; he takes two steps, and almost trips on his own thorns. Niss is 
there to catch him. 

Niss fills the role of a human crutch, and they inch their way back to the 
house. Her job, she notices, is entirely too easy. It’s unnerving how light he is. He’s 
giving off small whimpers in between steps, something he doesn't seem aware of. 

If this has happened before, then who was able to drag him back inside? 

“I don’t think I’m going to finish today’s work, kiddo.” 

Niss nods. There isn’t much to say. 

They hobble into the house, where Niss deposits her mentor on the couch. He 
lets out a whine upon hitting the cushion. 

“Tweezers. Bathroom.” 

Niss obliges, rummaging through a couple of cups near the bathroom sink. 

She eventually finds a shiny pair of the metal tool, and rushes back out, exclaiming 
her victory at finding things in a timely manner. 

Vortigern has already passed out. His breathing is shallow, and there’s several 
thorns embedded in his neck and face. 

Finding the nearby couch blanket, she takes the time to drape it over him. 
Somehow, deep down, Niss knows he’s going to be alright. She lingers for a bit, to 
make sure he’s doing okay, and then escapes into the setting sun with her new cloak 
on. She wants answers. 



n 

Darkness has enveloped the town by the time Niss reaches the library. 

The cloak blends in with the blacks and blues of the sky. Even if the tail is a 
little long, the garment obscures her perfectly in the starry nighttime twilight. She 
ran past a group of children on their way home, in perfect view. They didn’t see a 
thing. It’s nice, being unseen in a town where everyone sees you. 

The library, like the pet shop, and every other building in town, is poorly 
locked. Niss recalls from her childhood a time where one of her friends left a book 
inside, and came to retrieve it by using a hatch in the roof. Careful not to look 
down, Niss attempts the same thing, clambering up a nearby lattice. Sure enough, 
the hatch in the roof was wide open. Looking upward towards the night, she 
descends the rope ladder left inside. 

The inside has that wonderful smell of must, and moss carpeting, and pages 
that have been used and abused; it all mixes into one terrible, horrible smell that 
attacks her nostrils. It reminds her too much of her tot days. Niss hates her tot days. 

The interior looks completely different in the moonlight compared to when 
the library is open. It’s an entirely different batdefield at night, as if the shelves 
skitter about and move places when nobody’s around. In fact, the entire town has a 
completely different feel to it when it’s dark. Niss should take up exploring again. 

She clicks on the flashlight that Vortigern keeps in the front pocket, and puts 
her plan into action. She darts through the aisles, keeping her razor focus on the 
books in front of her. She passes by the most of the sections altogether, deeming 
them useless to her cause. How-to section... fiction... it’s all an echo chamber to 
her. 

She pops by the botany section. Most of the town has records and field guides 
written by the growers themselves. For a school paper, Niss had to sit through and 
read one of her choosing. It turns out, rutabaga is definitely one of the lesser 
interesting plants. The rutabaga book is still there, along with every other book 
written by the townspeople on their very special plant. She scans the scrawled 
names over and over again. Vortigern’s name isn’t there. 

Disgruntled, she looks over the names again, and again. When she doesn't find 
what she’s looking for, she broadens her search to any book written about thorns, 
or any of the plants that he grows. There isn’t a single book written on the 
properties of poisonous plants. 

“Vortigern?” A male voice calls out into the darkness. 

Niss freezes. 



“I-I-I know you’re in here, y-you freak.” 

Quickly, Niss clicks off her flashlight, and squats down between shelves. Was 
she noticed going inside? Nobody but her should be in the library here right now. 

Well, nobody at all should be in the library at this moment, but that’s beside the 
point. 

The faint light of a handheld lantern begins to pass through the area. Niss 
scoffs. Her Otherworld light is way better than the lantern. Her small noise causes 
the lamplight to move further. 

Niss moves a book out of the way to get a better look at the man. He’s tall, 
although not as tall as Vortigern or Mack. He grips a spear in one hand, and the 
light of the lamp reflects off of the metal midpiece he’s wearing. 

Oh. It’s Oswald. 

“I’m not afraid of you, Vortigern,” Oswald says, twirling his spear. Niss has 
never noticed it before, but the spear looks rather fake. It looks threatening from 
far away, but the more Niss stares at it... That tip isn’t even sharpened, is it? 

“I know all your tricks. Like, the one where you trip me with your weeds, and 
the one where you... end up—” Oswald turns around suddenly, and it gives Niss 
enough time to move to the aisle she’s really here for. “—right behind me! Oh. 
You’re not there. But you are somewhere, right?” 

He’s so embarrassing. 

Niss finds herself in the history section. It’s precisely the place she wants to be. 
It’s a small section, with only a couple of thick books shoved together on a single 
shelf. When you live in a town surrounded by thorns, not much happens. Niss no 
longer needs the flashlight to find her way around; her eyes have adjusted to the 
darkness. It’s a sign she should get out soon. 

Oswald’s footsteps are almost as slow as his breaths. This reminds Niss of the 
games she used to play, hiding between the trees in the fields during growing days. 
Somehow, this is much more thrilling. Snooping around in the dark, hiding from a 
threat. Even if the threat isn’t all that threatening. Niss never thought the Glade 
could be interesting again. 

The book she desires is on the top shelf, tiny and warped. Once again, she 
finds herself hating her short legs. She picks out the biggest book on the shelf, and 
heaves it into her hands. It’s a real brick of papers, stacked and glued together. It 
drags her body to the ground unexpectedly, and she drops the tome onto the mossy 
carpet. It creates a small thud. 

Immediately, the lamplight of the worried Oswald begins to draw closer to 
Niss’s location. She’s about to be caught. Before she can think of a better plan, Niss 



pulls a different, lighter book from the shelf and throws it in a direction. It makes a 
distant noise. The lantern wisp stops, and then, there’s nothing but the sound of 
breathing. The wisp begins to travel in the other direction. 

“Lil of Vort is playin’ tricks on me, eh?” 

Niss uses her floor book to boost herself within reach of the desired book. 
The cover is faded, but nearly everyone in town knows about the infamousity of 
this book. A Brief History of the Early Glade, the title would read. Children aren’t 
allowed to check it out. Niss is about to find out why. 

Niss steps down from her boost, admiring her prize. Too excited to notice her 
surroundings, she steps on the tail of her cloak, and stumbles backwards into a 
flimsy shelf. While her weight isn’t much, it’s enough to rock the shelf loaded with 
books. She steps to the side, and holds her breath. As if that’s enough to keep to 
the inevitable from happening. 

The shoddily made shelf tips far enough to the side where it falls over 
completely. It hits the second shelf, which in turn tips over to hit the third. The 
sound of papers and books overwhelms her. The library is falling apart. Niss runs. 

The shelves continue to drop, and Niss barely outpaces them. Through the 
falling debris, she spots the flash of a lantern wisp heading the other direction. She 
clutches the small book tight to her chest, dashing as fast as her stubby legs can 
carry her to the front exit, which was left open carelessly by Oswald. She glances 
back at the mess she’s made. It’s more than a mess. It’s a catastrophe. A full half of 
the library is now empty, shelves and books alike lay scattered on the ground. 
Oswald stands in the open space, confused and blind. 

Niss turns down several alleyways, only stopping when she feels safe in a 
nearby nook between houses. The running has exhausted her legs into what feels 
like a paste, and she slides against an outer wall. She releases her tight grip on the 
book, and holds it up to the moonlight. A Brief History of the Early Glade shines 
back at her in clean but faded lettering. Now’s a good of time as any to begin 
reading. Niss peels back the cover, and begins to read through the lines. 

She wonders why this book is considered not suitable to young sprouts. It 
reads like some of the other fairy tales she’s picked out during childhood. It’s also a 
bunch of information she’s heard before. A long time ago, mankind made a pact 
with the goddess Vernianth in order to create plants at will and... 

Niss finds it boring. She flips ahead. A quip or two about the rules of plant 
growing. She flips ahead. Construction of the community. She flips ahead. 

Construction of the barrier. Niss stops. It’s there to protect us from the woes 
of the outside Otherworld. Created early with a sole gateway to travel in and out, it 



quickly became overgrown with thorns and now keeps everyone inside. Created 
by... 

Niss looks at the next page, and the topic changes completely. Confused, she 
looks back and forth between the two pages. At the binding, there’s pages ripped 
out. 

Out of compulsion, Niss throws the book across the alleyway, watching it 
smack against the wooden exterior of the building next to her. She’s ruined half of 
the library for a book with pages torn out. When her legs have recovered from her 
sprint, she stands up to retrieve the book. Flipping through again, she finds the rest 
as useless as before, throwing the book against the wall again. Whatever was in 
those pages was important, she knows. She bends over and picks up the book again, 
certain that this time it will stay in her hands. With a clear coast and nothing left to 
do, Niss starts her walk back to Vortigern’s house. 

The walk home is near silent, but the house itself is abuzz with activity. The 
lamps are on, and Niss can hear the mindless chatter of the television. There’s also 
the occasional yelp from Vortigern, which transcends the walls of the house. 

That’s not right. 

Niss spends the last 20 feet running toward the front door. She rips it open, 
and Vortigern is in the kitchen. He turns his head, and there’s small amounts of 
blood, some of it dry, some of it still running down his face. 

“Where’ve you been?” 

“I, uh... Isn’t that painful?” 

“Incredibly.” Vortigern replies. In one gloved hand, he holds a pair of 
tweezers. In the other hand, a personal mirror. There’s at least 20 bloodied spikes 
sitting on the table. 

“It's also not very hygienic. We eat here.” 

“You’re avoiding my question.” Vortigern twitches his nose, and begins poking 
at a thorn situated underneath it. With a jerk, there’s now at least 21 bloodied spikes 
on the table. 

“I. Well.” 

“Judging by the book in your hand, you broke into the library.” Vortigern pulls 
out a thorn close to his ear. 22 spikes. 

“If you were going to answer the question yourself, then why ask me 
anything?” 

“Because. Tried the same thing a while ago. Find anything new?” 

“No.” Watching Vortigern is gross. She turns her head away, to watch a distant 
fly buzz around a light, instead. 



“Anything at all?” 

“The book I tried had pages ripped out.” 

“Well,” Vortigern says, “I guess we found the same thing, then.” 

Niss looks back at Vortigern, who has the unfortunate duty of pulling a thorn 
out of his neck. She sits down across from him, in his chair. It makes her 
uncomfortable. 

“You know nothing about what happened to you?” 

Vortigern grits his teeth, pu ll ing out the deep rooted thorn from his neck. 
There’s at least five more stuck in that spot alone. 

“I know from my own accounts that it happens whenever I get nervous. That’s 
about it. My mind, kiddo. It slips whenever that happens.” 

‘Yeah, you looked a bit...” Niss recalls the blank thousand yard stare that 
Vortigern gave, “...out of it. That’s why it isn’t happening again. Got it?” 

“You can’t control my feelings.” 

Niss leans in. “Watch me.” 

“You’re a manipulative litde one, aren't you? That’s great. I always need 
discounts at the market.” 

Niss, finds the thorns, and the light, and the heavy realization that even 
Vortigern doesn't know anything about himself too unbearable to stay in the 
kitchen. She tries to stand, and trips up on her cloak. She ends up falling backward, 
her back hitting the fridge. Vortigern looks surprised, and then, oddly, cognizant. 
Niss lets out a noise, and then helps herself up. She’s starting to collect bruises. 

“That’s... Oh.” 

“What is it?” Niss asks, rubbing her back. 

“Nothing, I was just... realizing.” 

“Tell me.” 

“Not now.” Vortigern says. “Later. I have to go pull some thorns out of places 
you wouldn’t want to pull thorns out of.” 

“That’s disgusting.” 

Vortigern smiles, then stands to leave. He takes a step towards the bathroom, 
but finds a patch of thorns hugging his ankle. Disgruntled, he withers them before 
going on his way. 

Exhausted herself, Niss finds solace in her cot. The scratchy material of the 
bedding has grown increasingly comfortable since she began her stay. Even if 
Vortigern’s squeals in the bathroom make for an unfitting lullaby, she finds her 
eyelids getting heavy. She drifts off to sleep, still in her cloak. 



Niss wakes up to the sound of a door with angry pounding behind it. 

It’s disappointing. Sleep was something she was beginning to crave. She rolls 
over to see what Vortigern’s doing. He’s sleeping too, restricted by his own 
monstrous thorns. The door continues being knocked on. 

“Niss. Answer the door already.” 

Niss can barely muster a response. “No. You do it.” 

Vortigern groans. “I’m older. I get to sleep in.” 

“So you admit that you’re old.” 

He tries grabbing his pillow. A thorn that’s tied itself around his arm prevents 
him from doing so. 

“...Get the door.” 

Awoken by the conversation, Niss answers the door with smirk. She finally 
won. She peeks out with sleepy eyes, ready for anything. 

The ten people staring down at her, including the king himself, snap her awake. 
They’re all taller than her, casting a shadow on her body. Oswald has his spear, 
although looks rather sleepy. Several others from the community are holding 
shovels. 

“Good morning, Niss. We need to talk to Vortigern.” 

Niss looks back at a Vortigern still entangled in his morning thorns. She then 
looks back at the mob. “He’s, uh, busy.” 

“Mhm. Did he tell you what had happened last night?” The King sticks a 
pointed shoe in the crack of the doorway. Niss steps on it with her bare foot, and 
locks eyes with the townspeople. 

“I did that.” 

Oswald chimes in, almost pushing the king out of the way. “There’s no way she 
could’ve done that, sire. Vort used the same ol’ tricks that he always does. Even 
found a small set of thorns at the scene. She’s too—” 

“What, pure?” Niss raises her voice. It’s enough to make Vortigern stir. 
Something stirs inside of Niss, as well. “Am I too good to have ruined half of a 
library last night trying to find answers on why I’m exiled? On why my flowers have 
begun to wither by themselves?” 

Oswald steps backwards. He looks terrified. Good. He’s lying. There’s no 
possible way she could have left thorns at the scene. 

“Niss,” The King says in his stuffy, down-to-business voice. “We simply cannot 
believe that someone of your... caliber would be able to break into the library.” 



“I did it a week ago, with Ma’s rabbit store.” 

The King leans downward, to get to eye level with Niss. He takes a deep 
breath. He’s losing his composure, Niss can tell. 

“What is Vortigern teaching you?” 

“Everything that the school system, or the community, or you,” Niss’s words 
are beginning to hold a sharp edge to themselves. It’s making the townspeople 
anxious, “didn’t tell me when I was exiled.” 

“You’re not exiled, you’re simply—” 

“Go away.” Niss opens the door wide, revealing the disastrous interior, “I don’t 
want you of all people to tell me who I am.” 

She balls her hands into fists, which prompts the king to back away. He sighs, 
shakes his head, and begins his leave. Before he turns around, however, he opens 
his mouth, as if he’s going to say something. 

“I said, go away!” 

Niss’s fists curl tighter, her fingernails digging into her skin. 

At first, it’s Oswald that reacts. He stumbles backward, as if someone had 
scared the life out of him. Niss finds this hilarious, until the other townspeople 
begin to act the same way, staring through Niss to someplace else. One of them 
runs. It’s only the King who stands his ground. 

“I knew she was too far gone.” 

The King takes his leave along with his bumbling posse, swifdy turning around 
and crossing the bridge off into the rest of the normal community. Niss finds 
herself confused, until she looks where everyone else did. Her feet. 

Thorns grew. 

She stares for the longest time. The sprouts leisurely brush up against her bare 
foot. There’s something innocent about them, how they’re too spindly to keep 
themselves up, so they flop against the ground. How the thorns look flexible. How 
the leaves were fresh and green, almost see-through. 

Eventually, she makes a noise. 

Niss closes the door softly, as if it would be a crime otherwise. She walks 
straight to Vortigern, who’s still trapped in his own morning mangle. She closes her 
eyes, holds her hand out, and concentrates. When she opens them again, there’s a 
stunning lack of thorns holding him back. 

She sits down on her cot, and sobs. 



Vortigern awakes to the sound of Niss being an onion, curled up in her bed 
and sniveling. Peeking out of the window, her tulip is dead. The stem no longer has 
any gumption to keep itself upright, and is instead lying on the ground in a heap. 
The leaves themselves have begun to disintegrate back into dirt from which it came. 
Looking the other direction, the wooden bridge connecting Vortigern’s house with 
the rest of the community is lit on fire. 

Everything is normal today, it seems. 

Vortigern shrugs, and throws on his bathrobe. 

Getting out of his morning thorn predicament was easier than usual. Maybe 
his thorns have finally deemed him indifferent. He grabs the plastic watering can, 
and fills it up at the sink before embarking to put out the fire. 

Two steps outside, and his foot gets caught up in some thorns. 

Grumbling, he turns to lull the pesky plant and carry on with his day. Instead, 
he finds himself staring at it. It’s a pleasant shade of green, struggling to hold itself 
up against the weight of the world. The thorns themselves are hardly even 
developed. 

Something clicks. How could have he been so stupid? After putting out the 
small flames on the bridge with a watering can (he has no idea why the community 
keeps trying this), he makes his way back into the house. Niss is still buried in her 
blanket. Vortigern kneels down, and reaches toward the cover, before pulling his 
hand back. After some thought, he grabs the blanket, and pulls it back. Niss is 
sitting upright. She has dried tears streaked down her face. 

“Morning.” 

Niss tries to pull her blanket back down. Vortigern doesn't allow it. 

“Would you like some breakfast?” 

“No.” 

“You don’t have a choice. I’m eating breakfast, which means you’re eating it as 
well. Isn’t that how our little truce goes?” 

Niss looks at her hands. 

“Right. Breakfast coming right up.” 

Vortigern allows Niss to pull the cover back over her head, which she does so 
with haste. She’s ruining the sheets with her tears, but Vortigern doesn't say 
anything. 

He decides that today is going to have a perfect breakfast. It’ll be a great start 
to a great day. He searches through the top shelves, until he finds a labelled jar 



stowed away in the back. He fires up the stovetop, and heat begins to fill the room. 

When he’s finished, he strides back into the living room, a couple plates in his 
hands. He sets his plate down on the tea table, and pulls Niss’s blanket up again. At 
least it looks like she’s stopped crying. 

“Don’t eat under the blanket. You’ll get everything all sticky.” 

She stares at the plate, and then at Vortigern. And then at the plate. It’s never 
occurred to him that the community doesn’t make these. 

“What... is this?” 

“They’re pancakes. Like a normal cake, but, y’know, made in a pan.” 

“You’re giving me cake... for breakfast.” 

Vortigern attempts a smile. “Yes.” 

Niss prods her pancakes with the fork given to her, and Vortigern sits himself 
down to eat his share. She waits until he takes a bite, and then she cuts a neat little 
square of pancake to fit on her fork. Syrup drips everywhere. When she finds the 
food to her satisfaction, she takes a bite. Niss shows no emotion. 

“They’re fine, I guess?” 

“Right? The syrup makes it perfect.” 

“...Yeah.” Niss takes another slow, bite, chewing. She dosen’t seem to be one 
for conversation today. That’s fine. Today’s going to be nice and slow. When she’s 
done, Vortigern returns to the kitchen, and looks for something else. He comes 
back out with a couple of hunks of bread, gone stale. 

‘You want me to eat bread, too?” 

“No. This is for the crows.” 

Sometime later, the two find themselves sitting on a hill, sitting on the 
overgrown grass that made up the edges of town. There’s a small group of crows 
gathered around them, poking at the ground where bread once was. Vortigern has 
almost completely depleted his bread. Niss hasn’t even broken hers apart. She 
doesn't even remember coming here. 

“We were told crows were monsters.” 

“And that’s why they hate you back,” Vortigern says. “They’re smart. They’re 
kind to whomever is kind to them.” 

Vortigern runs out of bread. Niss gives him hers. Without any more obligation 
to watch, she lays back in the grass, looking at the clouds. They are close enough to 
the thorn barrier that Niss can see it in the corner of her eyes, towering higher than 
the empty sky itself. It’s not a very good day for cloud watching. 

“Can I ask some questions?” 

“Shoot.” 



“Did all your plants die off too? Is that why you know so much?” 

“Niss, I don’t know as much as you think I know” Vortigern says, chucking a 
piece of bread. “But, yes.” 

Niss remains staring skyward. “Did you grow flowers?” 

“Lots.” 

“Am I going to end up like you?” 

Not even the crows speak. When Vortigern is good and ready, he gives his 
reply. 

“I believe that if we lead you down the right track, so to speak, you won’t end 
up quite like me. I don’t think the thorns are preventable at this point, but the 
lifestyle that goes along with can be changed.” 

Niss sighs. “You’ve been thinking about this for a while.” 

“Only fifteen years.” 

Vortigern runs out of bread again, and he lies down as well. It’s a beautiful day 
outside. 

“I’m scared.” 

“There is nothing to be afraid of, kiddo.” 

“What did you feel when you this started...” Niss pauses, looking for the right 
word, “happening to you?” 

“Terrified.” 

‘You said I shouldn’t be scared.” 

“You shouldn’t.” Vortigern says. “You have more knowledge than I did at the 
time.” 

The murder of crows take flight, scattering in all directions. Niss and Vortigern 
sit there on the ground, for quite some time. There’s not much to do today. 

“Do you want anything?” 

“Huh?” 

“Anything.” Vortigern says. “Anything at all. I’m not a miracle worker, but I do 
have a few tricks up my sleeve. The festival is coming up again.” 

“You’re feeling sorry for me.” 

“Niss, I—” 

“I want my hair braided.” 

Vortigern sits himself up, squinting at Niss. “Anything at all, and you ask for 
your hair to be braided?” 

“It’s a complete mess,” Niss declares, “I haven’t had it braided since I arrived. 

If I don’t braid soon, then it will get all knotted up” 

“Uh, I don’t know if you know this,” Vortigern begins playing with his own 



tiny bun, “But I’ve had no experience braiding hair.” 

Niss is suddenly in front of Vortigern, sitting upright. Niss has procured a hair 
tie from the depths of her overall pockets. She flings it behind her. 

“You’re going to learn, then. It’s eaaaaasy,” Niss draws out the last word, 
almost in a whining fashion. “Part my hair into three separate groups.” 

Vortigern puts out his hand, and then draws it back in. He goes back and forth 
for a couple times, until Niss becomes impatient. 

“Any year now.” 

Annoyed, Vortigern places his gloved hands on Niss’s hair, and splits it up into 
three somewhat equal parts. When Niss finds this adequate, she begins with the 
next step. 

“Okay. Now take the leftmost hair, and cross it over with the center hair.” 

Vortigern does as he’s told. “Now what?” 

“Take the rightmost hair, and cross it over with the new center hair.” 

“Okay.” 

“Now just keep repeating those two steps over and over again until you run 
out of hair.” 

“That’s it?” Vortigern asks. Niss nods her head, undoing the small amount of 
progress made. He re-parts the hair, and starts again. Working slowly, he follows her 
directions. It’s hard to work with gloves, but he tries his best. Niss stays as still as a 
board. When he runs out of hair to work with, Vortigern fumbles with the hair 
band until it’s tight enough that it will hold. He lets go, and Niss inspects the back 
with her hands. 

“Huh. A little uneven. Great for a first time, though. Thank you.” 

She turns to Vortigern, holding out a hand to help him up. He gladly accepts 
her offer. She twirls around in the sunlight, her braid following her every twist. 

Vortigern wonders if she knows about the thorns around her feet. 



The boy ran. 

Boys have many reasons for running. Sometimes, they run to class, distraught 
by the fact that they are late again. Sometimes, they’re chasing after a girl, or 
perhaps, guy. Boys like to race each other, kicking up dust into each other's faces in 
order to win. 

This boy was running because he had stolen something. 

Not the best reason to run, mind. Stealing is, in fact, a very bad thing to do. 
The boy had to do so to grab some information. It was the only way to know what 
was going on. Maybe someone else, anyone else, knew what was happening to him. 
Maybe someone of the earth. He had to grab information, and so he had done so 
from the restricted area of the library. 

He’s almost home. He can do this. 

Not feet from the river, the boy trips up, and falls flat on his face. On what, 
exactly, is unknown. Until he looks at his feet. Looks like it was his fear that did it. 
Again. 

“You litde rat!” The guard calls out behind him. He’s well into his 30’s, and has 
had a rough time keeping up with the boy until now. Not long before they need a 
new guard. 

Also not long before they need a new boy, it’s looking like. 

The boy scrambles to move, but ends up locking up. Frozen in time from his 
own fear and anxiety turning tangible. 

The thorns wrapped around him don’t help much, either. 

The guard laughs at the boy’s own misfortune. That’s not right. The gloves 
were supposed to block the effects. They were supposed to— 

“—Keep your grow withered, boy. Stand up.” 

There’s a fake looking spear in the boy’s face, waved about in a manner that 
made it look like his head was going to get chopped. It takes a lot of calming down 
before the boy is able to take his thorns away. He stands to his full, awkward height, 
and the stolen book, titled A Brief History of the Early Glade, is ripped from his 
gloved hands. 

“Maybe you shouldn’t steal things next time, rat.” 

The boy takes his time to shrug, and give a sly smile— an otherwise impolite 
motion to an already steamed guard. “Maybe I shouldn’t. But it’s better than 
nothing, right?” 

The guard shoves his spear into the boy’s face. It’s enough to to make the boy 



step back. The slow moving river is looming behind him, and the bridge back to his 
tent is down the river aways. The boy may be able to run, but his swimming abilities 
are rather lacking. 

A thorny barb has grown skyward, latching onto the boy’s wrist. As if the 
thorns knew he was afraid of another step back. 

“I told you, you overgrown weed, to wither.” 

“I’m uh, not really in control at this point.” 

The guard doesn't believe him. With a swift and strong push, the boy sails into 
the drink behind him. 

Not even the thorns can stop him now. 



15 

In the Glade, most inhabitants live until the age of forty. 

This is not true in all cases. Some have died early at the age of thirty-nine. Mr. 
Ottswhat had lived to the incredibly ancient age of forty-two before keeling over 
one day during breakfast. Although, the community thinks Mr. Ottswhat may have 
lied about his age. It isn’t quite clear. Regardless; you hit the age of forty, you 
yourself wither and become one with the Earth. 

Vortigern is thirty. 

It’s somewhat reassuring to know that in ten years time he’ll never have to deal 
with any of this ever again. The undying hatred by the community. The small shack 
that he’s called home for 15 years that’s slowly fallen apart. The constant thorns 
embedded in his skin. 

But Niss has another twenty six years of this. That’s a very big number for a 
small girl. 

She keeps closer to Vortigern when he works on the treehouse, paging through 
the book she stole from the library. She’s lucky. When Vortigern did the same thing, 
they nearly killed him. Maybe they’re easing her into the ridicule. 

He uses his thorns to create a serpentine type wrap around his lower body, 
allowing him to move around back and forth ten feet into the air with litde fuss. On 
the ground, the vines coil around the trunk for stability. The framework is almost 
done. At this rate, Vortigern will be done... in a week? A month? He was never 
good with times. He wishes his wristwatch still worked. 

When he does finish the framework, Vortigern lowers his body back to the 
ground. Niss has probably read the same ripped chapter about twenty different 
times. 

“Kiddo, there’s nothing there. Trust me, I’ve tried.” 

“It’s all I have.” Niss says, before throwing the book up against the trunk. It 
lands in Vortigern’s thorn coil. She’s going to break the poor thing “They banned 
me from the library. I can’t go look to see if—” 

“All of the other books have pages ripped out.” Vortigern says. “I’ve checked.” 

“Why are you always a step ahead of me?” Niss whines. 

“No clue. Maybe it’s the decade head start.” 

Vortigern releases himself from the serpentine thorns, withering the coil 
around the tree. He looks pleased with today’s work. Niss looks on in admiration. 
Vortigern’s powers are limitless. He creates giant, dangerous heaps of thorns with 
gloves on. Within a second, they’re withered away. There’s something so awe- 



inspiring about it. 

“I’m going in for some cobbler. You want some?” 

The two go inside, chattering about the day’s work. Vortigern pours some tea, 
letting the steam warm his soul. Niss gleefully sets up the tea table, turning on the 
television to a documentary. She’s picked up since this morning. There’s a certain 
glow that she gets when she’s happy. It’s brighter than any lamp has given out. It 
makes Vortigern feel terrible in comparison. The two sit down to enjoy their drink. 

“I think I’ve decided something, Vortigern.” 

“Mhm?” Vortigern watches the television absentmindedly, sipping his tea. 

“I’m going to stop planting flowers.” 

Vortigern stops, and then slowly swallows what tea he has in his mouth. When 
he’s done, he turns his head to view Niss. She’s sitting right next to him, happy as 
can be. 

“I’m going to start growing only thorns. Isn’t that great?” 

Vortigern’s entire body freezes. Niss turns her attention to the floorboard 
thorn sprouts, who seem to having a ball following her hands about. 

“You... aren't?” 

“Nope! If I hone my powers in early, then I’ll be able to do amazing things. 
Maybe even be more powerful than you!” 

Vortigern is no longer hungry. 

“I think you should at least keep growing your flowers. Before they, you 
know...” 

“Nah. They’re so useless, though. But your thorns? You can make them do 
anything. With gloves on! I can’t make a daisy pick me up. That’s why they put me 
with you, right? So you can teach me how to use my thorns.” 

Vortigern is suddenly finding it hard to breathe. “Niss... I don’t think. That’s 
not a very good idea.” 

Niss giggles at the floorboard thorn’s responsiveness to her hand. “Why not?” 

“Because I’m a monster.” he blurts. 

“You’re fine. A little grumpy sometimes, but you seem to be pulling out of it.” 

With a jerk, Vortigern stands up, bumping his shins along the tea table. He 
stumbles through the living room, and leans himself on the doorway. “Excuse me, 
kiddo.” He says, his head sitting against the door. “I have something... important to 
tend to.” 

He rips the door open, almost taking it off the hinges. Then he slams the door 
behind himself, locking the door shut. He thought that the tiny room would help 
him calm down. He was wrong. 



The mirror above the sink shows a pathetic man, with rings around his eyes 
marking the years spent stuck here, miserable. Like a tree cut in two. She wants to 
become just like him. 

Vortigern curls his hand up. Why couldn’t he have finished his job before the 
door knocked? 

From outside, Niss can hear a sound, and then a muffled scream. 



Maybe Niss was getting ahead of herself. Judging by the way Vortigern acted, 
it’s best she doesn't bring it up again. 

When thorns began creeping out from underneath the bathroom door, Niss 
decides to intervene. She opens the door, finding Vortigern fighting against his own 
thorns coming from the sink and shower drains. The mirror, which was once only 
cracked, now was completely shattered. There were shards of it stuck in Vortigern’s 
glove. The man himself was lifted off of the ground completely, held too far away 
to wither the source of the plants. 

“Want me to go get the weed killer?” 

Vortigern stares daggers. “We only use that for emergencies.” 

“This looks like an emergency.” 

“It’s not.” Vortigern retorts, “It happens all the time.” 

Niss crosses her arms. “Does it?” 

There’s a visible slump. Vortigern has given up. His arms lower themselves to 
the side, and the thorns holding him up thicken considerably. 

“Could you... wither them? They don’t seem to be responding.” 

Niss tries her hand at getting rid of the thorns, first by concentrating at the 
sink itself. When that doesn't work, she peeks into the cabinet underneath the sink, 
and holds her hands against the drainage pipe. Slowly, the thorns begin to crawl 
back from where they came. She does the same thing to the shower drain, and they 
slink away, too. Vortigern drops to the ground, and he picks out the shards of glass 
from his gloves before brushing the rest of his body off. 

“You need me.” 

“I need you to jam that little idea of you giving up flowers back into your head. 
I’ve taken good care of myself for long enough, I can do it for another three 
months.” 

Another thorn vine makes its way through the cracks of the tile. Vortigern 
squashes it before it has any chance to ruin things. 

“You keep giving me predictions on when my powers are going to fail. They 
keep coming out true. You’re just giving me further reason to go ahead with my 
plan.” 

“They’re not predictions.” 

“How so?” 

“Look,” Vortigern says, pinching the bridge of his nose, “This community 
hates me. H-A-T-E-hate. You want to bring that on yourself now?” 



“I have you to guide me.” Niss says. It’s the sweetest thing he’s ever heard in 
his life. “-And Mother, and my friends, and—” 

“Nope. They hate you.” 

Niss begins to backpedal. “Well, I mean I’m not on good terms with Celice, 
but I mean—” 

“They all hate you.” 

“Oh, come on. I’m sure you’re exaggerating.” 

Vortigern begins tugging on the back of her overalls. “I’m really not.” 

Niss’s voice falters. “T-That can’t be true. I’m sure mother... She can’t hate 

me!” 

Vortigern makes it to the front door, still dragging Niss. He opens the door 
wide, enough to show the rest of the community. From there, he beckons Niss. 

“Let’s go find out, then.” 

Niss and Vortigern step outside. The crisp evening air sends a chill down her 
entire body. Before continuing, she dashes back inside, finds Vortigern’s cloak, and 
wiggles inside of it. 

“You’re attached to that thing, aren't you?” 

Niss nods. 

“You can keep it. Never fit me well, anyway.” 

If they weren't stared at before, then they definitely were now. Busy farm 
workers heading home for the day gave unwavering stares, Locking eyes on the two 
and throwing away the key. There’s the occasional whisper added onto that, as well. 
It’s giving Niss a feeling of doubt. She speeds up to keep with Vortiern’s long 
strides, and when she’s close enough, she latches onto his hand. He instinctively 
pulls away. 

A few turns in the correct district, and both of them are staring at the front 
door to Niss’s home. Memories of a simpler time, of a warm fire pit, of the shelves 
of handmade thank you tokens come flooding back to her. 

“Well, go ahead. Knock on the door.” Vortigern says, leaning up against the 
house across from Niss’s, not even five feet away. He doesn't see it, but the person 
inside of the home behind him peers out. 

Niss gives her signature knock, one that she learned from her mother long ago 
to signal that it’s her. There’s a long drawn out pause, made longer by Niss’s 
incessant tapping. Eventually, her mother opens the door. Somehow, she’s even 
shorter than Niss. 

She smiles at first, and then her expression fades. 

“Niss!” She says, attempting to hold her smile, “You’re... not wearing your 



gloves.” 

“Are they needed?” Niss asks. “You’re not wearing yours.” 

“Right. About that...” Niss’s mother stares at the shadowy man trailing behind 
her. He smiles. “J- just come on inside. It’ll be fine.” 

She ushers her child indoors, to the familiar rooms within. She closes the door 
on Vortigern, glaring at him with eyes that scream ‘you aren't allowed here’. 

The living room is familiar to Niss with one exception. There’s a lack of dust 
on everything. That’s odd. Her mother isn’t the cleaning type. 

She sits down on the overly plush couch that molds to her body due to the 
countless times she’s sat in it. Her mother sits across from her, crossing her legs. 

“Welcome back, sweetie. How has the past month been?” 

“I’ve learned so many things at Vortigern’s house! More than when I was in 
school, even.” 

“That’s... nice...” 

The drawn out silences in the room are made that much awkward without the 
pratde of a television in the backroom padding the quiet times in between. Niss 
feels the need to fill the silence. 

“We’re building a treehouse right now! Vortigern says it’ll be done soon and 
then I’ll move all of my stuff up there.” 

Looking over at her mom, she’s in her own little world. 

“Mother!” 

“Huh?” Comes a foggy reply. “I, just... what is he teaching you?” 

“All sorts of things! He’s taught me all about the different types of plants I’m 
going to grow, and everything he knows about the history of the town, and how to 
make a blackberry cobbler, and...” 

Niss’s mother is iced over once again. 

“Are you okay? You look out of it.” Niss inquires. 

“Everything is going to be okay.” 

“I don’t think you quite mean that.” 

She locks eyes with her mother, forcing her to keep engaged in the 
conversation. She’s as lost as sprout on their first day of school. She holds out her 
hand to comfort her mother. While she doesn't pull away, it takes every ounce in 
her body to do so. 

“I love you.” 

Her mother’s breaths waver. 

“I love you.” Niss repeats. 

“Damnit, Niss!” Her mother pulls back, leaving Niss confused. She stands to 



her small height, burying her hands in her face. “Why won’t you make this easy for 
me?” 

“I, uh, don’t...get it” Niss replies. She has an awful feeling in gut that tells her 
otherwise. A small brush up against her ankle confirms it. 

Her mother, making little noise, unexpectedly turns around. The potted plants 
in the home tell her before anything else that she’s crying. 

“Niss.” 

“Yes?” 

“Stop growing thorns.” 

“That’s, uh..—” 

“Stop growing thorns and be my little flower child again. Please.” 

Niss withers the stray thorn hanging around her feet. Another one crops up, 
and Niss withers that too. 

“Be my litde flower child again.” 

“I. I can’t, Ma.” 

Her mother disappears down the connecting hallway, presumably into her 
room. Niss takes this as a signal to leave. She leaves the imprinted couch, and slinks 
her way to the front door. The cold of the house was going to usher her out sooner 
or later, anyway. 

When Niss creaks open the front door, Vortigern takes an inconspicuous step 
back. The jerk had been listening in, hadn’t he? She takes a step forward, and breaks 
out in tears. 

“There’s no use crying for things not buried,” Vortigern says, glancing at her 
boots. There’s nothing, yet. 

‘You’re right. She hates me.” 

“She doesn’t... Come on. Let’s get you home.” 

“I’m going to be outcasted for my entire life.” 

“That’s not—” 

A thorn winds itself around Niss’s legwarmer. Vortigern kneels down to wither 
it. 

“I hate to be the fun killer here,” Vortigern says, still kneeled down, “But can 
you keep the uncontrollable sobbing down to a minimum until we get back to the 
house? You’re getting a bit—” 

Suddenly, Niss leans in and wraps her arms around Vortigern. He freezes. 

Vortigern would like to mention that he’s never really hugged anyone recendy. 
Years, even. He’s not quite sure how to bring it up. Instead he stays still, letting Niss 
dribble her tears down his coat. When she finally lets go, Vortigern can’t explain it, 



but she looks better, brighter. Somehow. 
“Let’s go home, Vortigern.” 



1 / 

The following morning, Vortigern awakes to something different. 

Niss isn’t crying, rather, she’s fast asleep in her cot. There isn’t anyone 
knocking on the door demanding his head be on a stake. They’re aren't even thorns 
keeping him pinned to the couch. It’s quiet today. 

He’d sleep in if it wasn’t for the small pang in his stomach that awoke him in 
the first place. 

Vortigern was foreign to the world of hunger. He had thought, that as a 
teenager, he had left it behind with the rest of the community. Sure, the feeling was 
unbearable the first few months on his own, but he had managed. Eventually he 
became numb to the feeling altogether. He liked that. 

Now, with Niss’s constant prodding, He’s managed to keep a consistent two 
meals a day down for the past three weeks. It is, by far, a personal record. It’s 
drained his stash of money, and his shelves. He’s also made more blackberry 
cobbler in the past two weeks then he has in the past three months. He should find 
another recipe soon. But, as long as it keeps Niss quiet, then he’ll keep doing it. 

Another pang hits Vortigern, and he rolls over. Maybe if he ignores it, it’ll go 
away again. 

After a while, Niss begins stirring under her blankets. In another minute, she 
pops up like a springtime flower. 

“Morning, Vortigern.” 

“Mmph.” Vortigern replies, with a mouthful of pillow. 

“Would you like some breakfast?” 

“Mrph.” 

Niss takes this as yes, and she skips her way into the kitchen. 

Vortigern rolls himself off of the couch, letting out a groan when he hits the 
wooden floor below. The light shining through the window is annoying, but not 
annoying enough to make him stand up and fix the blinds. 

“You okay?” asks a high strung voice from the kitchen. 

‘Yeah. Peachy.” 

“Right-o.” 

He can’t quite explain it. The hunger. The waking up at a reasonable time. He 
hasn’t had to deal with his morning tangle for five days. It’s leaving him... 
vulnerable. He’s fallen off of the couch twice due to nothing holding him still 
during the night. 

Niss appears over him, leaning downward to see. Some of her long hair falls 



into his mouth. He’s mildly disgusted. 

“I heated up some leftover cobbler.” 

“Great. Is there any hair in it?” 

Miffed, Niss sweeps her locks back. She places the plate she’s holding on the 
table, and then ducks outside, letting cold air fill the room. 

In a week’s time, the honey locust holding the treehouse has begun disposing 
of its leaves, creating several piles of the crisp things. She brushes some of them 
aside with her boots, and sits herself down on the dirt. With as much resolve as she 
can muster, she attempts growing the fifth flower in her lineup. 

She chooses the fifth flower, because she can’t remember what her third flower 
was, and she hasn’t been able to grow her fourth flower for several days. So the fifth 
flower it is. She waves her hands about above the ground, and a small shoot rises 
above the soil. This is it, she thinks. This will be a flower. 

It does turn out to be a flower, but not the one she’s expecting. The shoot 
grows nearly the height of Niss herself, and then all at once, purple flowers take 
over the stem. 

“Don’t touch it.” 

The scratchy voice behind Niss scares her into making a small noise. Vortigern 
walks up from behind her, taking a seat across from the flower. 

“I told you I’m good at listening,” Niss says. 

“You just can’t follow orders. You remember what this is?” 

“It’s a foxglove. It can stop my heart if I’m not careful.” 

“Good.” 

“Good?” Niss asks. Stopping hearts isn’t a good thing. 

‘You’re learning. It’s all I can ask for.” 

“Really? Not longer sleeves?” 

Vortigern huffs. It creates a small cloud that twists around the rest of his 
pointed face. Another leaf falls from the tree, fluttering down in the air until it 
lands in between the two. 

“My flowers are withering away.” 

“They’re dying, actually. But since ‘wither’ is the accepted term, yes. They’re 
withering.” 

“I didn’t think it’d be so sad.” 

Vortigern thinks about this, while another leaf falls on his head. It’s a stark 
reminder that the festival is coming up soon. 

“I didn’t think it would be either,” Vortigern says, staring at the leaf he picks 
off of his head, “And it happened fifteen years ago.” 



Niss withers away her foxglove, and tries again. A different plant emerges this 
time. It’s a bit puny in height, but it makes up for that with shine. When it’s done 
growing, she finds herself taking shallow breaths. 

“It’s getting harder, isn’t it?” 

“A little, yeah. The thorns, they’re just so... easy.” 

She summons one of her own thorns, which surrounds her flower in an 
instant, choking the life from the sprout. One of the smaller vines curls around the 
stem, before shredding the petals. When it’s done ruining that, they begin to tie her 
legs to the ground. 

“Niss. Wither.” 

“Fine.” With a clench of her fist, her thorns wimper away into the ground. 

“I think,” Vortigern speaks up, “You need to start wearing your gloves. They 
like responding to your emotions. It’s getting dangerous.” 

“All the time?” 

Another long pause from Vortigern. “No. Not yet.” 

“Good” Niss says, “I like itching my nose.” 

Vortigern cracks into a snicker, and Niss follows. They pick themselves up, and 
turn towards the honey locust. It’s barren of leaves, but holding a nearly complete 
treehouse. 

“Ready to finish this thing?” 

They descend on the honey locust with determined hands working nimbly. 
Vortigern reforms his serpentine thorn form, reaching the outer walls 10 feet in the 
air. Niss is even more helpful than usual, growing her own thorns to send items 
skyward for Vortigern to use. When the final floorboard is set, Vortigern takes to 
standing on those instead of using his thorns. Not controlled, the body of vines 
falls to the ground, but dosen’t wither away. 

“Niss. Tape measure.” Vortigern calls downward, mentioning the Otherworld 
tool that Niss loves to play with when nobody’s looking. Niss spots the device, but 
instead of passing it upwards with one of her thorns, she has a different idea. 

A small time later, the measuring tape appears on the edge of the floor. 

“Thank yo—” 

And a hand appears alongside it. 

Vortigern leans over the edge, enough to see that Niss has taken control of his 
own thorns. They’ve wound along her lower torso, animated upwards by her hand 
motions and pure concentration. Even still, the thorns are unstable, swaying back 
and forth as she twitches. Niss clings onto the edge of the floor with both hands, 
and pulls herself onto the unfinished treehouse with the help of Vortigern’s thorns. 



She releases them from her legs, stands herself up, and turns around to see the 
view. 

It’s a long way down. 

“What the hell are you doing?” 

“I brought you your tape measure!” Niss gleefully says, eyes still locked on the 
ground. A gloved hand pulls her backwards from the edge of the unfinished wall. 
“And I wanted to see the view for myself. So I copied what you do..” 

Vortigern pinches his nose, then takes off one of his gloves. A mass of thorns, 
shaped into a stairway, grows from the ground beneath. 

“Go.” 

“I want to help you. I’m useless down there.” 

“Go.” 

Niss takes a hard gander at the stairway. She raises her hand, and then squeezes 
it into a fist. The vines begin to wither away into the ground. In seconds, the 
staircase is gone completely. 

Vortigern take a step back, running into a completed wall. She’s not supposed 
to be able to do that yet. 

“Besides, it’s my treehouse, right? Maybe I want to make some suggestions. 

Like this wall,” Niss says, looking at the unconstructed wall. It points out to the rest 
of the community. Niss can even see the castle from here. “This can have a big 
glass window.” 

“We’re not doing that,” Vortigern says. 

“Why not?” 

“Because. Look down.” 

“That’s not—” Niss wavers at the height. She is pretty far up. “I can take it.” 

“No, you can’t.” 

“I think I know what I fear and don’t, Vortigern.” 

“And, from my experience, you fear heights.” 

“Do not.” Niss responds, turning her attention to Vortigern, and not the 
gaping hole that should be a wall behind her. He crosses his arms, staring at the girl 
who’s suddenly become too cocky for her own good. 

“Niss, it’s not ready yet.” 

“I wasn’t ready to be outcasted, and I turned out okay! Mom wasn’t ready to let 
me go, and she turned out okay too! Why do you need to prepare me for—” 

She stops unexpectedly, and for good reason. Through pure anger alone, a 
stray thorn has grown tall enough to reach the treehouse. It’s wrapped itself around 
her rabbit legwarmer. 



“Stay calm.” 

Niss leans down to wither the vine. When doing so, she looks backward. It’s a 
long way down. Too far. 

The thorn jerks backwards over the edge, dragging Niss’s leg with it. 

There was a moment where Niss thought she could save herself, but that 
moment replaced itself with fear. Her mind fills up with the stuff, rendering her 
unable to scream, unable to call out to Vortigern for help. As a result, her body is 
flung off the side of the treehouse rather silently. 

The landing, however, is a bit louder. She twirls in the air ungracefully, like a 
dropped fruit, until she hits the ground, arm first. Her world erupts into pain. She 
screams. 

This is unlike the sting of the nettle, or any other plant that Vortigern can 
create. This pain was advanced; internal. She lifts the arm that she landed on, and 
screams again. 

Niss’s memories become a bit smeared after this point. Through blurred eyes, 
Niss can see that Vortigern hovers over her. He withers the plants around her, and 
then pokes her arm with his shoe. Another wave of pain. 

This time, it’s enough to make Niss pass out. 



Niss is somehow in an empty meadow. 

She’s never seen so much open space before. In all of her time alive, the Glade 
has been filled to the edges with houses, and shops, and trees, and even the 
occasional casde. Even the growing fields are usually full with the day’s harvest. 

This place is empty, save for endless grass and wildflowers. The air itself is sickly 
sweet. 

Good afternoon, Niss. 

Niss stands herself up. She makes the wonderful discovery when doing so that 
her arm is no longer in writhing pain. In fact, her entire body is quite the opposite. 
It’s as if she embodies the feeling of bliss itself. 

How has jourfall been? 

A beautiful voice, sonorous and feminine, calls Niss, calming the litde nerves 
she had mangled in the first place. There’s nobody in the meadow but her. It’s 
resonating faintly from her own head. 

Not the fall you took, mind. Your autumn. I made it special this year. 

Vines, not of Niss’s control, sprawl out from the ground in front of her. They 
grow out and around from her feet from a single center point. When they cease, A 
large white flower, taking up her entire view, buds. 

It blooms, and there’s a person inside. 

Not quite a person, Niss notices. This woman’s entire body is green. Her hair, a 
striking red, falls down to her knees. And there isn’t an inch of her body without 
thorns growing from it. She is a person made from the plants themselves. 

She steps down from her flower pedestal, with every step creating a frantic 
bloom of thorns around her feet. The woman beacons Niss with her pointed, 
thorny finger. 

After all, it’s not often that a thorntype as myself is born. Tell me, my child, do you know 
who I am? 

The voice is even louder as it comes from the mouth of the woman. It makes 
Niss’s voice sound puny. 

‘You’re... they lied about you.” 

Hm? Tell me. 

“Every class, every book I’ve ever read. They didn’t portray you like this. They 
made you... less thorny. They showed you growing other plants. Like trees and... 
everything else but thorns.” 

Her eyes stare into Niss’s. They’re the color of crushed blackberries. 



This is not the news I wanted to hear, child. Tell me. How is the kingdom faring? Is jour 
king doing well? 

“Who, Omo? He’s kind of a jerk. He—” 

The Omo line is ruling? What happened to the thorntypes? 

The woman of plants shrieks, and it tears apart the very atmosphere itself The 
pastel blues of the sky become muddied and black in color. Thorns sprout in all 
directions, obliterating the ground beneath them. Niss is too transfixed on the 
woman to run. Two thorny vines rip apart the ground to tie themselves around 
Niss’s arms. They pick her up, drawing her further from the ground. 

You, The woman says, gesturing a long, shoot-like finger towards Niss. You, ?nj 
child, willput the thorntypes hack into power. Understood? 

Niss shakily nods her head. The woman smiles, and with a snap of her leafy 
fingers, disappears. The thorns and the meadow pop out of reality, too. Everything 
goes blank. 

Niss awakes, gasping for air. 

The first thing she notices is the gentle sway of a boat, seeking to rock her 
back to a peaceful sleep. She refuses the suggestion, and begins to look around. The 
boat is the same one she had used to travel to Vortigern’s house. Completely 
surrounding her are thorns of all shapes and sizes, nearly scraping her head as the 
small vessel passes through on its journey. At the bow of the boat is Vortigern, 
standing. He’s ungloved, and withering away the thorns that lay in the path of the 
small canoe. 

This is a place she’s never seen before. 

An intense throbbing in her arm pulls Niss away from her investigation. It’s 
uglier than sin itself; purple in color and twice the size it should be. She picks it up 
from her resting position, and her mind is clouded by the resulting pain. 

“Don’t move it.” 

For once, Vortigern is right. He continues to hold his hands out in front of 
him, but finds a more agreeable position sitting down. 

“Uh, where are we?” Niss asks. 

“On a boat.” 

“Vortigern.” 

“We’re about halfway through the thorn barrier. Something like that. It’s a bit 
more overgrown than I remember.” 

Her surroundings, and Vortigern’s words, slap her in the head with 
information. 

“We’re going to the Otherworld.” 



“Technically, we’re going to a small town called Deshler.” 

“There’s towns? Like the Glade?” 

Vortigern switches withering arms, shaking the tired out of the one he had 
been holding up. “Not quite, kiddo. Deshler is nothing like home. You wanna 
switch places and wither?” 

Niss holds up her swollen arm, holding off the urge to shriek. “It’s dead. You 
think this can do anything?” 

“It’s not dead,” Vortigern says, “It’s just broken. Besides, you have a good 
arm.” 

‘You have two good arms.” Niss replies. 

“I’m tired.” 

‘You’re such an onion.” 

“Fine.” Vortigern growls, “If I pass out due to overgrowing, and we run into 
thorns and capsize, we’ll both know who’s fault it is.” 

What little sunshine that shone through the canopy of thorns began to 
dissipate completely. When it becomes dark enough, Vortigern rummages through 
his pant pockets until he finds the small flashlight tucked inside. He clicks it on. It’s 
nearly dead. 

‘You’ve been using the flashlight too much.” 

“Me?” Niss exclaims. 

‘Yeah. All your stupid little midnight runs into town have drained the battery.” 

‘You’re the one who told me to go on those midnight runs!” 

“So?” 

“Wake up on the wrong side of the boat, Vortigern?” 

Something about Vortigern is making him as prickly as the thorns he’s 
withering, and she doesn't want to find out what it is. Niss sighs. She might as well 
be nice to the guy. 

“Switch me.” 

“Hm?” 

“I’ll wither the upcoming thorns.” 

“Niss, you don’t have to—” 

Niss stands herself up with her one good arm, wobbling the canoe. Vortigern 
clings onto the sides rather quickly. 

“Move over, old man.” 

Minding the canopy of thorns, Vortigern stands with a hunch. There is some 
close maneuvering, and more boat wobbles, but they manage to switch seats. When 
thorns block the river path, Niss uses her good arm to send them back into the 



drink where they belong. Even without the flashlight, her eyes seem to be adjusting 
to the darkness on their own. Vortigern seems to have nodded off on his side of 
the canoe, keeping his arms crossed behind him. 

“Vortigern.” 

Vortigern opens a single eye. 

“You awake?” 

Vortigern closes his eye. 

“Verninanth talked to me when I was passed out. The goddess did, Vortigern. 
The actual goddess of the Glade.” 

“What’d she say? 

“She’s a thorntype. She uses thorns like you and I do.” Niss nearly whispers. 

“Right.” Vortigern snorts, “Sure. And I’m a decent human being.” 

Vortigern stops talking, and Niss thinks he’s gone to sleep. She continues her 
duty of withering the thorns in the water and overhead. He’s right. Continuously 
withering is almost as tiring as planting. It takes all of her energy to keep her arm 
up, and simply thinking about moving her broken one sends pain to it. 

A little bit of luck comes Niss’s way. The thorns begin to sparse out, giving 
Niss an easier time withering. The canopy above her begins to let the beams of a 
distant moon through, lighting up the river and everything about. She can feel it. 
The Otherworld. Before too long, there’s no more thorns overhead or blocking 
their river passage at all. She leans over, and nudges Vortigern with her good arm. 

“I think we’re here.” 



The Otherworld seems to be a lot of walking. 

Vortigern guesses that walk to Deshler is about four miles. When Niss asks 
how big that is, Vortigern says that it’s twice the size of the Glade. 

Twice the size. Niss has never done that much walking in one stint before. 
Might as well get started. 

They debark the small boat; without anything to keep it in place, it continues 
its journey down the river without them. They’re on foot now, romping through 
small grassy hills in a direction that Vortigern seems to like. The Otherworld has so 
much open space. 

After more walking, the grass runs out. Niss thought it was impossible for 
grass to simply run out, but she learns that it’s untrue. Walking up a hill, Niss finds 
top of it grassless. There isn’t much dirt, either. What she does find, however, is a 
single hard substance on top of the ground, in an endless path leading in both 
directions. A hard yellow line marks the midpoint. She stares at the path for a bit 
too long, and Vortigern catches on. 

“It’s pavement.” 

“Pavement is amazing.” Niss says. 

“Yeah, well, stay on the edges.” 

“Why’s that?” 

There’s a sound coming from the pavement itself. No, not the pavement, 
rather, the giant monster with piercing eyes of light that passes them by. As quick as 
it appears, it leaves with a trail of smoke to cough up. 

“Because we wouldn’t want to get run over by one of those. Now, this way.” 

Niss follows her mentor, trying not to think about the pounding pain in her 
arm. She finds that if she keeps it completely still, not moving it all with the rest of 
her rhythmic walk, it stays quiet and unjolting. Any movement sends her reeling. 

The occasional monster passes by, eyes blinding them for the smallest time 
before continuing. “They’re cars,” Vortigern explains, “People use them to travel 
around instead of walking. They’re made entirely of metal.” 

“Where do they get all the metal? The Otherworld mine must be huge.” 

“There’s more than one mine, Niss.” 

“That’s so cool.” 

They continue along the pavement, following the twists and turns that it had 
laid out for them. Both of their breaths have turned to clouds in the night, making 
Niss realize that she’s freezing. The cold isn’t helping her arm any. In fact, it’s 



making it worse. 

From far away, Niss spots a lamp. Like every other light in Vortigern’s house, it 
runs on Otherworld magic. Unlike every other light, it’s outside. Ignoring her arm, 
she trots up to the lamp. It juts out of the ground like a giant, metal, branchless 
tree. Maybe it actually was an Otherworld tree. She hadn't seen one before this. 

“It’s just a lamp, Niss.” Vortigern says, now ahead of her. “Nothing special 
about it. Keep moving.” 

“But it must be special! We’re getting close to wherever you’re taking me to fix 
my arm.” 

Vortigern shrugs. “Closeish.” 

Niss whines. 

“Be glad your leg isn’t broken.” 

Niss whines again, and louder. As much as Vortigern has learned to tune it out, 
he can’t bring himself to do it this time. They continue their walk underneath the 
moonlight, following the unnatural path laid out before them. After some stumbles, 
and more poking at swollen, unsightly arms, Vortigern spots something in the 
distance. When the Niss catches up to the horizon, she sees it too. Next to the 
dotted path was a sign. 

The city of Deshler, according to the rusted piece of metal, had a population 
of one thousand, five hundred, and forty two. Niss, of course, could not possibly 
know this. School had taught her the ancient Gwytherwips, and the much more 
modern Ioran that the entire Glade uses. She had never learnt how to read this set 
of characters. 

Vortigern reads the sign aloud to her, and scoffs in the process. “It’s shrank 
since I left.” 

“Shrank? It’s so big!” Niss exclaims. “How do they even grow enough food for 
their people? They don’t even have proper planting fields set in place,” 

“Niss.” Vortigern says. 

“And the ground is so infertile! Do they not use fertilizer?” 

“Niss.” 

“And—” 

“The ground.” 

Niss takes a look at her shoes. Through the cracks in the artificial path, rises a 
strand of thorns. She takes the time to kneel down and wither them back where 
they came. 

“Where are your gloves?” 

“I. Uh.” 



Vortigern pinches the bridge of his nose. “They’re still at the house,” he says. 
“I forgot them.” 

“Probably.” 

Niss struggles to stand herself back up, wobbling without the use of her good 
arm. She opens her mouth to tell Vortigern that it’s going to be okay, that nothing 
bad will ever happen and her powers will lay dormant enough that they won’t be a 
problem. 

But her powers will be a problem. They’ve already shown themselves. 

“Fine.” Vortigern manages to surprise her, and she nearly stumbles back to the 
hard ground, “It’ll be fine. We’ll stay calm and nothing will grow. You can do that.” 

Niss nods. She can do that. 

Together, the continue on the path. Her arm continues to throb, and generally 
look mangled, but looking at the blackened sky, dotted with stars, it gives her some 
sort of hope. Sad, terrible, twisted hope. 

Vortigern keeps glancing behind them. 

Another dot in the horizon begins to grow, until it becomes much more then a 
dot. As they near it, the dot gains features and complexities that Niss had never 
seen before. It has an awning and Otherworld devices underneath, and a small 
house next to it lit with lamps. A taller sign, stretching farther upwards than most 
trees, obtrudes outwards. This sign has more symbols and numbers lit up in the 
brightest colors Niss has ever seen. Brighter than any flower, anyway. Flowers don’t 
glow in the dark. 

Vortigern calls the place a gas station. 

“We’re getting close,” He muses, transfixed on the sign. “Ugh. Gas prices are 
appalling.” 

“How can you even read that, anyway?” 

“A little thing I’d like to call high school.” Vortigern says, matter of factly. “I 
think we take a left from here.” 

“You think?” Niss questions. 

“I know we do.” 

They leave the pavement, and begin on a much more natural path etched into 
the soil itself. It’s a path made from the simple desire of wanting to go somewhere 
in the world. In the Glade, there’s hundreds of dirt paths, all leading somewhere 
important. Under her feet now, there’s only one trail, leading itself into the dark of 
the night. She didn’t know where it went, but she stuck to it, hoping it would reveal 
secrets beyond her wildest wishes. 

A small light grows on the horizon. It didn’t look like the singular outdoor 



lamp they had passed, nor the grand post hanging above the gas station. It looked 
like a house. Several houses, in fact. Some of the homes lay dormant; their lights 
blocked by the magic of blinds in windows. Other houses had no blinds at all, their 
lights illuminating the outside world around them. Another peculiar thing was that 
all of the houses seemed to be on wheels. What an ingenious idea! With all the 
room that the Otherworld provides, you can move your house around to see it all. 

If Niss could read the sign, it would probably read “Deshler R.V. Park”. 

The two sneak through the shadows cast behind the wheeled homes, avoiding 
the light cast down upon the ground by open windows. Vortigern himself seems 
lost at this point, looking from side to side, as if to recall some ancient memory 
locked within his head. Once he remembers where he’s going, he jarringly takes 
another twist, and another turn. Eventually, Vortigern stops in his place, in front of 
a worn down, rather large house on wheels. Niss pokes at the wheels with her good 
arm. They’ve sunk into the dirt. How is this house supposed to get anywhere? 

Niss isn’t the only one confused. The harsh light cast upon Vortigern’s face has 
only made his scrunched up features more twisted. He smashes his face up against 
the glass, to get a better view. 

“That’s not— That’s not right.” 

“What’s not right?” Niss inquires, poking her arm. The small resulting throbs 
keep her on her toes. 

“She’s well past her prime at this point. She should be —” 

The door to the house slams open, scaring Vortigern from his spot glued to 
the window. As if on command, thorns sprout from the dry, cracked dirt and wrap 
around his boots. Niss feels a winding pressure against her leg warmers, as well. 

So much for keeping calm. 

A figure storms out from the opening. The light inside illuminates half of their 
face, leaving the other half left to play in the midnight darkness. Her face. It’s a 
woman. Vortigern was right; she’s way too old to be from the Glade. Although, it’s 
rather hard to tell in the first place. She’s holding a gleaming stick of metal and 
crafted wood in front of her face. Vortigern holds his hands up, and judging by his 
shaking, Niss decides that’s the best course of action as well. The woman points the 
stick back and forth between the two intruders. When she’s done doing that, she 
directs her attention to their feet. 

“I oughta shoot you where you stand.” She spits. “Vortigern Garthwaite! 
Fifteen years, and you don’t even bother to drop by and say hello!” 



“I, uh, Hello?” Vortigern struggles to find the appropriate words when he’s 
caught red handed. 

“Shove it, Vort.” The woman snaps, a sly grin peeking across her wrinkled face. 
That’s not right. Niss feels her own voice escaping her. 

“He doesn't like it when you call him that,” she says. Vortigern stops shaking, 
if only to turn his head around to frown at Niss. The woman breaks out into a 
laugh. 

“This one yours?” 

“Mine? As in? I didn’t create her, per se, but we share a—.” 

“Then she’s yours,” The woman asserts, waving around the stick in the air. 
“What even drags you back here, anyway?” 

Niss holds out her swollen, catastrophe of an arm. Both Vortigern and the 
woman grimace. 

Her name is Lenora, and she’s the best arm-fixer-person that Niss has ever 
seen. 

Well, Niss has never met another arm-fixer person before. And this arm-fixer- 
person knows exactly what she’s doing. After leading the two inside of the wheeled 
house (Niss learns it is called an R.V.), Lenora gives Niss a couple of Otherworld 
medicines. Codene, Lenora called it. 

“In twenty minutes, she’ll be wound up tighter than a cheap watch,” Lenora 
says, pulling out a fingerless glove like contraption from a box stowed away in the 
bathroom. 

“She’s already like that,” Vortigern replies. 

“I am not!” 

Vortigern snorts. 

Lenora is a wonderful woman, made up of honey, and dewdrops, and the 
finest strands of curly silver hair one could imagine. Her wrinkles were elegant, her 
size made her loveable, and best of all, she put Vortigern in his place. When 
patching Niss up, Lenora requests a glass of water. There’s no snide remark or 
whining in response; only a simple “Yes ma’am” and an actual, tangible glass in her 
hands a moment later. 

“Now, Niss,” Lenora speaks softly, a drastic change from her tone outside of 
the R.V., “Everything will be alright.” 

“How do you know that? How do you know that everything is going to be 
okay, and you’re just saying that to— 
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“Because, honey, if it don’t turn out alright, then I’ll make it turn out alright. 
Now keep your arm still while I brace it.” 

“But—” 

“Vort, this one is yours,” Lenora remarks to the slinky man in the corner, who 
has taken to flipping through a headache inducing piece of paper with Otherworld 
words. He peers up from his reading to glare. Niss glares back. 

“See? Can hardly tell the difference.” 

“We need a place to stay for the night,” Vortigern continues reading, 
attempting to flip a page with gloved hands. Lenora finishes wrapping Niss’s arm 
up, if only to travel the small distance of the R.V. to slam her hands on the table 
nearby. It makes Vortigern jump. 

“Only if you tell me where you’ve been for the past two decades. You can’t get 
up and leave without a trace, only to magically reappear whenever your...” 

“...student?” Vortigern fills in the words for her. 

“...student decides to break her arm!” 

“I didn’t decide to break my arm,” Niss speaks up from the bathroom. “I fell 
from the unfinished treehouse because someone’s thorns decided to drag me to the 
ground.” 

‘Yeah. And whose thorns do you think they were?” Vortigern yells from across 
the small home, clearly not interested in his paper anymore. He’d stand to his full, 
intimidating height if it wasn’t for the barbs beginning to seep in from under the 
booth he sat on. “Because they weren't mine, Niss.” 

“I wasn’t the one trying to keep me out of my own treehouse!” 

“I told you, you litde brat, that it was unsafe to be up there.” Vortigern’s words, 
while harsh, had been said as calmly as possible. 

“It was your anger that dragged me down!” 

“It was your fear.” 

Before Niss has a chance to yell back, she notices a stray bottle on the 
bathroom counter begin to slide towards the edge. Reflexively, she catches it with 
her good arm. When she puts it back, the rest of the botdes begin to slide off, as 

well. 

At once, the feeling of being tilted hits her brain. 

She looks to Vortigern and Lenora, who have begun to hold on to the walls. 
Small items such as spoons have made their way to the tiled floor, sliding towards 
Vortigern’s end of the house. Frames hung up have begun to sway, some of them 
even falling off. As Niss’s part of the R.V continues upwards, she loses her balance. 
It’s not long before she begins to fall. 



Lenora catches Niss by her good arm, and stands her upright. 

The three hike their way upwards to the door, which eagerly swings open due 
to the incline. Outside, the dusty horizon seems to tilt the other way. Niss takes one 
step off of the stairs, and gravity forces her right side up. 

The culprit makes itself clear. Turning around, the sight of thorns flaring up 
from the ground on the side of the RV is rather telling. In fact, there’s enough of 
the plant grown to lift part of the wheeled house upwards, putting the entire thing 
on a rather obnoxious tilt. Lenora, as it turns out, has a hearty laugh. 

“I’ve missed you, Vort. Where’ve you been?” 

Vortigern gulps, taking the time to shove his hands in his jacket pockets. “Uh. 
The Glade.” 

The laugh stops. “You went back there? After telling me how cruddy that place 

is?” 

‘Yeah, and where else was I going to go?” 

“Oh, come on, you actually said you wanted to die back there.” 

“And I was a rash, overactive, sad little teenager who didn’t know any better.” 

The two stand there in the moonlight, endlessly bickering about their fickle 
memories of the past. Lenora complains that she hasn’t seen her fluffy pink 
bathrobe since a certain someone left. Vortigern shrugs it off, and counters with a 
lie saying he hasn’t seen it either. Vortigern comments on the earlier mentioned 
price of gas. Lenora takes the time to tell him that everything now is a bit more 
inflated than it used to be, herself included. The conversation bounces back and 
forth like a game of ball. Niss decides it’d be best to intercept it. 

“I just broke your house, didn’t I?” 

Lenora breaks into a full hearted laugh, letting it echo through the entire R.V. 
park. “Honey, that used to happen all the time. It’s nothin’ big, only a few spilled 
cups. You shoulda seen Vort’s mess whenever he got angry. The entire place would 
be dangling five feet in the air from his tantrums.” 

“They were not tantrums, Len,“ Vortigern defended, “they were just... And it 
was only three feet! I measured.” 

“Shush.” Lenora says. “And go straighten out the house with Niss, before you 
create a bigger problem.” 

Vortigern sighs, and slouches a little. Lenora calls him out, and he straightens 
out his spine again. 

Niss has already begun to chip away at the bush of thorns tilting the R.V, 
using her healthy arm to do all of the work. When he gets close enough, Niss drags 
him aside, reaching upwards to tug on his hood. 



“What? I was going to help you regardless.” 

“My broken arm. It doesn't wanna wither.” 

Niss waggles her broken arm about, and when that doesn’t do anything, she 
levels her breathing and concentrates on the patch. The plants stay rooted in place. 

“Can it grow anything?” 

“I don’t think so, no,” Niss begins to twirl her casted hand about at the dry, 
dusty soil. The ground doesn't even twitch. 

“Good. This may be a blessing in disguise.” 

“It’s broken.” Niss says. 

“Yes.” 

“And that’s a good thing?” 

“Look,” Vortigern elaborates, trying to phrase his words properly, as to not 
cause another... whatever Niss is capable of, “Look at the tangle holding up this 
side of the motor home.” 

The side of Lenora’s home hung in the air by strands of barbs tangled into one 
another. The floor and the ground were separated by at least two feet of pure, solid 
plant matter that had decided to grow purely because some teenager decided to 
raise her voice. 

“Now imagine that, but doubled.” 

“I would have tipped over her poor house!” 

“Probably.” 

The two make quick work of Niss’s thorns, dissipating the angry vines at the 
roots. Before too long, the R.V hits the ground with a loud thud and a louder 
squeak. In the nearby distance, Niss hears Lenora begin to yell; she can’t quite make 
it all out, but it’s definitely something about respecting her home. Vortigern makes a 
brisk walk to the other side of the R.V, and a curious Niss follows. Although not 
nearly as large or house tilting, Vortigern’s thorns had begin to grow under the spot 
where he had sat earlier. It turns out she’s not the only one with a temper problem. 
As he kneels down to amend the soil, his wrists become glaringly noticeable. 

Another piece of the puzzle reveals itself to Niss. She gasps, and grabs at the 
short sleeves of his shiny Otherworld jacket. 

‘You haven’t changed your wardrobe in years,” She says. 

“And what’s it to you?” 

“That’s why everything is so short on you! Your jacket, Your cargo pants, the 
unnatural colored bathrobe. You’ve been wearing the same things for so long, you 
outgrew them.” 

Behind them comes a shuffle, and then, a noise from Vortigern. Niss turns in 



time to see Lenora whap him one, straight in the back. 
“I knew it! I knew you had my bathrobe.” 



a 

After a long, hard day, the best place to curl up and relax is an uncomfortable, 
old, not-soft-at-all chair. 

By this point, It was an unspoken law that Vortgern slept on the couch. He 
chooses a fluffy, brown blanket, cascades it over his face, and is presumably out 
within minutes. When Niss asks Lenora about Vortigern’s habit of covering his face 
while sleeping, she shrugs. 

“Been doing that ever since I took care of him,” she says, and leaves it at that. 

This raises an unfathomable amount of questions. 

“You took care of him?” 

“Only as I should have, child. You don’t turn away someone as in need as 
him.” 

Niss begins to open her mouth to respond, but a yawn comes out instead. An 
inkling of exhaustion has begun to seep through, causing her eyelids to heavy 
quicker than thought possible. Tired isn’t the word for how she feels. She’s drained. 

“Hah. Codene kicking in, huh?” 

“I’ll kick it back,” Niss says. 

Lenora moves about the cramped R.V., clicking off lamps along the way. All 
that remains afterwards is the outside glow of a moon that has since clouded over, 
shining into the window of the wheeled house. The old woman disappears into a 
room hidden away at the end of her home, and returns with a plush, handmade 
quilt. Lenora throws it over the girl, where it consumes her with a flop. 

“...Vortigern should have stole this,” Niss muffles out. The blanket is already 
warm, as if it had been sat outside in the sun for hours. She takes it as an excuse to 
drift off to sleep. 

“Vortigern can get his own damn quilt. As for you, consider it a thank you.” 

There’s no response. Lenora gently prods the heap of blankets which Niss lies 
under. When she’s contented that the small girl is asleep, Lenora decides it’s time for 
herself to fall asleep, as well. It’s been a long day. 

The sun is well on its way into the sky by the time Niss snaps back to 
consciousness. 

There’s no terrifying dreams, no woman of plants commanding her to tear 
things apart. Just Niss, with an aching arm, and a sore back from sleeping on a 
wooden chair. It’s not her fault that Lenora didn’t have cots. 

Her arm is still throbbing, but the brace put around it has helped the poor limb 
tremendously. Niss tries to flex her fingers, but ends up regretting her decision. 



Painful isn’t the right word for it. Dying isn’t either, according to Vortigern. 

Speaking of, where is he? 

Niss jumps up from her uncomfortable spot, almost stumbling over herself in 
the process. The couch across from her was as empty as Vortigern’s fridge. The old 
upholstery was warm, too, as if he had recently left. She traces it with her fingers. 

It’s an Otherworld material, the same one as Vortigern’s field guide. 

“It’s leather.” A voice says. Lenora takes up the doorway, holding a frying pan 
in one hand. “They make it from dead animals.” 

Niss pulls her hand away. “That’s disgusting.” 

“You come from that town in the middle of nowhere, don’t you? The one with 
the plant people. They don’t know much about anything, do they?” 

Niss frowns at this. “We grow plants. We’re not made from them.” 

“Right. But you’re one of them.” 

‘Yeah. I guess,” the younger one says absentmindedly, inspecting her broken 
arm. There’s some sort of writing on the outside, but it’s too faded to try and read. 
She couldn’t have anyway. One of the things that Niss recognized, however, was a 
small heart scribbled on. It looks as if the previous owner was optimistic about 
their situation. 

“You know what a pancake is, right?” Lenora asks, motioning with her frying 

pan. 

“Like a cake, but, um, made in a pan?” 

“...Close enough. They’re ready, by the way. Come on and eat.” 

Lenora guides the young girl into the confined kitchen. The stained brown 
carpet gives way to a black and white checkered pattern under her feet; a compact 
stove lies under a wide window. Despite the window, the contents outside are more 
obscured than they were at night. 

Partially because there’s nothing outside to begin with. 

Outside the window, there’s not a single plant in the distance. There’s isn’t a 
tree, nor shrub, nor shoot happily soaking up the sunshine of a cloudless day. In 
fact, there’s too much sky for Niss’s liking. It’s swallowed up the horizon, spare for a 
few neighboring motor homes. And what’s on the ground? Dirt, from the looks of 
it. Nothing but dry, dusty, soil. Niss stares, for much too long. 

“Yep. You’re one of those plant people. Sit, dear. The pancakes are getting 
cold.” 

Niss takes a seat at the table, and Lenora does a quick spot of cleaning up, 
taking away a dirty used plate from the table and replacing it with a plate stacked 
high with with the fluffy discs of panned cake. At least Vortigern remembered to 



eat today. 

Oh, yeah. Where was he? 

“Where did Vortigern go?” Niss asks, pawing a nearby syrup botde. When 
she’s satisfied with the amount, she plunks it back on the table and picks up her 
fork with her healthy hand. Lenora reopens the botde, and dumps more on. 

“Sugar, where’s the davor?” 

That action alone explains the world to Niss. 

“Vort’s went to the store,” Lenora says, slamming the botde down when she’s 
confident that her pancakes taste the best they possibly can. “Be back to pick you 
up whenever. I can’t control him.” 

“I can,” Niss says, taking a bite of her breakfast. As expected, it overloads her 
senses. 

“Sugar, I’ve been trying that for years. Ain’t nobody telling him what to do. 
After a while, he makes his own rules.” 

Niss leans forward, staring into Lenora’s aged, brown eyes. Those eyes have 
seen some things. 

“Tell me about Vortigern.” 

And she does. 



11 

“Vort was about your age when I picked his sorry butt up from the side of the 
road.” 

Niss slowly chews on her pancakes, as if finishing them would finish the story, 
as well. 

“You could tell something was seriously wrong with the kid. You don’t find 
teenagers out in Deshler at three in the morning walking along the side of the road. 
He was soaked, too. Like he had just taken a dip in the Deschutes. Got the back of 
my car all ruined.” 

Niss swirls around her morning glass of orange juice, taking it all in. She 
should be taking notes. 

“I asked him where he was headed. Didn’t know. Asked him where he came 
from. Didn’t know that either. ‘What about a name?’ I said. ‘Vortigern’, he said 
back. I called him a lying sack. Nobody has a name like that. That’s a fairy tale 
name. That’s a name given to people by parents who don’t love their kid. So I 
thought, ‘hey, maybe he’s run away from his mom and pop. I’ll let him stay the 
night, he’ll change his mind, go back home the next day.’” 

“And?” 

“He almost ran me off the road three times that night.” Lenora says, “Well, not 
him. His thorns. I didn’t know it was him, at the time, but I figured it out pretty 
quick.” 

“He didn’t tell you about his...” Niss wrestles with her words, “...gift?” 

“Not a licking. Although, he had to eventually say something about it. When 
you keep tripping over your own two feet over and over again, you can’t keep 
making up the same excuse. I told him: ‘Boy, this place is a desert. Nothing more 
than cacti grow out here. Either this is the work of a holy spirit, or those weeds 
really like your feet’. He blubbered out everything I needed to know in five whole 
minutes.” 

“Everything?” Niss asks. 

“Not everything. Enough to piece together that he didn’t want to go back to 
that rathole. I let him stay the night here, and then the next day I enrolled him in 
the nearby school. He said he graduated school, at twelve. Considering he couldn’t 
read the newspaper I gave to him at the time, I don’t care if he graduated at two. 

He was going to school. You know how hard it is enro ll ing someone who isn’t even 
in the system to begin with? No ID, no certificates. Just a scared litde kid who 
showed up out of nowhere.” 



“Wow,” Niss says, voice muffled by pancake. 

“Yeah. So he goes to school. And he’s smart, too. I mean, once he got the 
whole reading thing down. He was roughed up a couple times for it, but that 
stopped quick when they figured out what he’s capable of.” 

The young girl shudders, drowned in the thought that someone, anyone could 
have picked on Vortigern. He’s about as fragile as the flowers she used to grow. 

“Meanwhile, his powers took a turn for the worse. You know those bulky 
gloves he wears?” 

‘Yeah. Never seen him take them off wil li ngly.” Niss says, feeling her own 
fingertips. 

“Right. Kept them on all the time. Even then, there were still thorns 
everywhere. Growing out of the drain. In between the tiles. We had a few holding 
up coats, at one point. I found it interesting. Him? Not so much.” Lenora says. 

“What happened then?” 

“Then? Almost a year to the day Vort arrives, one of his school friends 
disappears. I think his name was Edward. No trace. Cops think it was a grab and go 
— I think something else. Shortly after that happened, Vort got real uppity. I think 
he liked him, or something.” 

“Then?” the young girl asks. What’s left of her pancakes have become a soggy, 
cold mush devoid of any flavor other than sugar. She pushes the plate aside, and 
then begins taking a napkin to whatever sticky spots she left behind. 

“Then he’s gone. Seriously. One day, he’s here, working on this little book of 
his, and the next day, him and all his stuff, and some of my stuff too, is gone. How 
do you explain that to the police? A boy with no I.D that shouldn’t have been here 
in the first place has just... left?” 

“He went back to the Glade.” Niss states. 

“Dunno why,” Lenora replies, “The way he described that place. It sounded 
like it was hell on Earth, disguised as a fantasy land.” 

“Hell? I wouldn’t say that,” Niss says, twisting her nose as if there was an 
urgent need to sneeze at the fact. 

“And, oh look! Here comes the Devil himself.” 

Peeping out the dust stained window revealed a moving dot in the distance, 
bobbing up and down against the dry sands of the Otherworld to it’s own unique 
beat. In time, the dot becomes recognizable as Vortigern with his too short clothes 
and too gray hair. In his gloves, he holds a translucent bag, dragged downward by 
the contents inside. The dot grows in size, until it’s on the front doorstep, knocking 
away. Lenora stands to open it, but before she does so, Vortigern’s already inside, 



swinging around the bag and whatever’s inside. 

Niss hears a passing whisper from the older woman. “Between you and me, 
that conversation wasn’t a thing.” 

Niss pulls out a sweet looking smile from her repertoire of feelings. 

“Did you miss me? Admit it, you did.” Vortigern exclaims, pulling up a chair to 
sit in it backwards. 

“I missed the silence,” Lenora retorted. “Did you steal anything this time? 

Vort, I swear I will drive you back to the station and—” 

“Relax, Len. I used the money you gave me.” 

“All of it?” 

Begrudgingly, Vortigern fishes through one of his many pockets until he finds 
the leftover change— a bill and a few coins— and hands them over back to Lenora. 
She stares at the money for some time, face squinted at the unclean currency. 

“What’d you spend the rest of it on?” 

“This.” 

Vortigern opens the white Otherworld bag, and dumps out the insides on the 
breakfast table. Flashy objects of all colors and sizes begin to spill out, landing on 
the table (and sometimes, the plate of syrup), directly in front of Niss. She picks up 
one the smaller objects— a ball encased in some sort of wrapper— and stares at it. 
Vortigern takes a similar object, twists the ends, and reveals a brown sphere, only to 
shove it in his mouth. 

“Surprise,” He says, in between chews, “it’s chocolate.” 

“You seriously spent 20 bucks on candy?” Lenora asks. 

“Yup.” 

The small piece of chocolate in her hands is much too alluring to pass up. It 
ends up tasting delicious. A bitter outside melts away to a overly sweet liquid center. 

“The rest is for the road.” Vortigern says, taking a look at his wrist for some 
odd reason. There’s nothing there, except more wrist. 

Lenora frowns at this. “You just got here.” 

‘Yes. We have things to do. Right, kiddo? Finishing the treehouse, preparing 
for the festival...” 

A realization hits Niss square in the head. “That’s next week, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah. And you’ve done nothing for it. See? We have things to do, Len. Could 
we get a ride back?” 

Lenora is unamused. As if on cue, Niss pouts her lip. 



While it took a full night to reach the city of Deshler, it takes all of 20 minutes 
to leave. 

The way back home required a very peculiar trip in a “car”; Niss recognizes it 
as as one of the monsters traveling down the path they followed the night before. 
This time, however, they climb inside of it. 

Once inside, Lenora drives them past the gas station, past the lamp post jutting 
from the ground, and past the city sign. They soar by the landmarks in what could 
only be described as like crows’, turning the surroundings into an almost unseeable 
blur. An object known as a radio pumps a rhythmic hum into the car, luring Niss 
into a false sense of security. How can you be secure when you’re in a flying metal 
box? Lenora gazes out from the front window, clinging to a wheel that she moves 
synonymously with the road that glides underneath of them. Vortigern has taken 
up the other front seat, increasingly leaning back in the chair, taking up what little 
legroom the car had to offer Niss. When she gets tired of him encroaching on her 
territory, she kicks the back of the seat hard enough to get her message through. 
Vortigern cares about the action like he cares about everything else in life. 

As they approach their drop off, the wall of thorns appears upon the horizon, 
towering towards the sky in an impossible manner. Looking at it from the outside, 
Niss is awestruck. The barrier looks even taller from the outside, and in broad 
daylight, she could see every little vine braiding together to combine into an 
abundance of pain. 

And they’re headed straight toward it. 

When they stop, Vortigern leaps from the car, stretching his limbs out as if 
he’d been trapped forever in the confines of the metal contraption. Niss sighs. It’s 
not like he was the one without any legroom. The small girl is forced crawl around 
to the front to escape. As she’s leaving, Lenora grabs a hold of Niss’s good arm. 

“Bring him back once in awhile, kid? At least once a year. I miss Vort.” 

Niss nods, understanding. She hops out, and closes the door behind her. For 
the longest time, the car refuses to leave. After a while, Lenora looks forward, and 
slowly departs, leaving a trail of dust to follow. Vortigern tosses Niss the 
Otherworld bag full of goodies. 

Well, it should have been full, anyway. 

“Vortigern, there’s entirely wrappers in the bag.” 

“Is not. I saved you a few,” Vortigern says, almost in a defensive manner. Niss 
checks the bag again. He’s right. There’s not one unwrapped candy, but two. 



“You ate all of the candy!” 

‘Your point?” 

Niss grumbles at the revelation. No wonder the sugar’s almost gone at home. 

They approach the barrier, one slow step at a time. It’s spike laden vines knot 
against each other, securely guarding the inhabitants inside from the forces 
threatening their very lives on a day to day basis. 

There’s nothing out here, though. 

There’s nothing looking to attack the Glade at all! In the Otherworld, there’s 
dirt. Not even good dirt, either. There’s a trailer park, and a gas station, and even a 
neat litde sign that displays the population. The only monsters out here are the 
human controlled ones, which foolishly meander along a manmade path. There’s 
nothing out here to be scared about in the slightest. What point is there to keeping 
the community inside? 

“Niss, you coming?” 

Vortigern has been reaching his hand upwards, holding back the edge of the 
barrier. The thorns themselves had not begun to wither; instead, they simply dance 
away from his hands, seeking a better life elsewhere. 

The hike back is much less favorable than the earlier joyride on the boat. What 
was once a pleasant cruise down a river is now a trek uphill. Instead of the 
occasional thorn to wither away in slow moving waters, there’s the daunting task of 
keeping away the barbs in all directions. Niss and Vortigern silendy come to an 
agreement: Niss takes down the lower bushes with her working arm, and Vortigern 
takes the thorns coming from the top. They work as quickly as possible, pushing 
the angry plants away in front of them before the plants behind them can take their 
form again, swallowing up whatever open space was leftover. To take a break would 
have dire, pointed, consequences. There is no doubt that the thorns surrounding 
them would close in, wrap around the two, and prompdy shred them limb from 
limb— leaving a pair of stained gloves and some overalls to remain. It is, for this 
reason, and this reason alone, that Niss and Vortigern continue their task without 
complaint until they pop past the final layer of thorns separating them and the 
Glade. 

It is only then that the complaints begin. 

“My arms are dead.” 

“My arm is actually dead.” 

“Yeah,” Vortigern says, “What good that did us. You’re about as useful as a 
petunia.” 

‘You’re a petunia!” Niss retorts, standing onto her tiptoes to deliver the reply. 



She dosen’t mean it, of course. And she gets the sneaking suspicion that Vortigern 
doesn't mean it either. 

“You’re like, two petunias. That’s how petunia you are.” 

As their returning location is somewhat far away from their home, the banter 
between the two becomes drawn out. Their conversation unravels into a 
competition of who can make the better quip towards one another— a difficult 
challenge, considering the combatants. 

They arrive at their home shordy after Vortigern tells Niss “You’re so short it’s 
like they forgot to sit you in the sun,” A particularly clever quip from Vortigern that 
Niss struggles to find a comeback to. Vortigern, pleased that he’s won for now, 
opens the door to their home at the edge of the Glade. The hinged wood gives way 
to show the inside, just as they should have left it the night before. 

Instead, they find their house thrashed. 

Every book that Vortigern owns is piled on the floor. Their clothes, on the 
floor as well. Silverware and teapots and flytraps and lightbulbs are strewn about, 
creating a second carpet of household objects. Even the mini fridge was wide open, 
leaving whatever inside to rot overnight. 

It doesn't take the thorns wrapping around Vortigern’s arms to tell Niss that 
he’s furious. Vortigern takes little time to wither his anger away, instead opting to rip 
the weeds out of his arms directly. They drop to the ground, where they wait for 
their next order. 

“Start looking.” He commands, through gritted teeth. 

“For?” 

“The field guide. Now.” 

In the eyes of Niss, there wasn’t a moment to waste. She begins by searching 
the book pile. When that doesn't contain the leather bound book, she turns to the 
other piles. Growing impatient, Vortigern summons the floorboard thorns, growing 
them large enough to lift up the couch and toss it about as if it were weightless. He 
does the same with the tea table, and the chairs, and the television, until every piece 
of furniture is strung high in the air by determined weeds, following their master’s 
hand motions like a conductor of a cacophony. 

‘You see it? Anywhere at all?” 

Niss looks under the spots where furniture used to exist. “Uh. No.” 

Vortigern curses, and his high lofted furnishings suddenly drop to the ground 
with such force that it rumbles the house. 

“I don’t get it. Why would they want your field guide?” 

“Because, kiddo,” Vortigern says in a manner that makes Niss take a step back, 



“They want info. They think they can just take what they want in order to fufill—” 

“But that’s what you—” 

Niss doesn't even finish her sentence and her insides are already being 
squeezed by Vortigern’s weeds. Wrapped around her entire lower body the things 
are, stabbing into every available inch of skin, letting the blood dribble down her 
legs. She lets out a small yelp. The thorns draw tighter. 

She’s hit a nerve, it seems. 

“Don’t you dare compare me to them. You think you know so much, don’t 
you? About how any of this works? You don’t, because you haven’t been the one 
bullied and starving and desperate and lonely and almost offing yourself because 
there isn’t a soul that... Niss?” 

Niss drops to her knees, due to a particularly nasty thorn cutting into the back 
of one of them. They’ve creeped up to her neck, brushing up against her soft, 
fragile throat. 

Vortigern was right. She was overreacting before. Now this? This is dying at its 
finest. 

Vortigern snaps from his speech just long enough to have his plants release 
their grip on the small girl. Taking deep breaths, Niss stands herself up, brushes off 
whatever plant matter is still stuck on her now blood soaked overalls, and then 
sprints to the front door, slamming it behind her. What remains is a torn apart 
house, complete with a torn apart man inside of it. 



M 

Nobody knows who began stealing things first. 

Most everybody in town would say it was Vortigern who began the practice of 
taking things that are in fact, not his to take. Vortigern, with an odd cube called a 
TV and another odd cube called a mini fridge. Vortigern, who practically lives in his 
pink bathrobe, sipping tea from fine, albeit chipped, china. Vortigern, who has a 
box of swirly glass objects that pierce the darkness hidden in his closet called light 
bulbs. 

A man has to eat, after all. And he can’t quite do that when he’s not making 
money. 

Vortigern himself would claim that he grabbed the idea when he saw the King 
and his lackies do the deed. On several occasions, when he had left the house 
unattended, Vortigern had found someone inside, pawing through his belongings, 
looking for something of interest. Every time that occurred, he would scare them 
away with some magic and a cleverly placed vine to trip on. After a bit of searching, 
Vortigern found that they were looking for his journal. 

Why? Hell if he knows. 

But royalty wanted it, and that was good enough reason for him to not give it 
away. Besides, he had worked hard on it! A full year of poison testing, cataloging, 
flower pressing, sketching, and writing. Even when his powers became too erratic, 
too strong to control, he powered on, writing the remainder of the entries with his 
bulky gloves on. That’s why nearly half of the guide is a nearly unreadable scrawl. 

Perhaps, even before the regime of the Glade was stealing, some other party 
was taking something important. The art of sneaking into a place where you 
weren't wanted, grabbing something not needed, and then proceeding to not be 
discovered must have been an idea for centuries. At least that. 

It was an art that Niss was going to perfect tonight. She sat in the shadows of 
the barrier picking her clothes clean from the event hours before. It was not his 
fault, she reasons. He was angry at the situation, not at her own retort that so 
stupidly spilled from her lips... 

Niss needed a break. Vortigern did too, she figures. Both of them needed time 
to cool down, to relax. And, when she brings back the field guide, everything will be 
all right again. If Lenora was right about one thing, it was that she will force things 
to be okay. 

The plan Niss lays out for herself is this: sneak into the casde, find the King’s 
secret stash of literature, find the field guide, and return home, shoving the 



collection of papers in Vortigern’s face. 

It was, of course, easier said than done. Only one of her arms is up to the task 
of growing plants, and the rest of her was still recovering from being crushed. 
Going back to the house to pick up her stealth cloak, or any other tools, isn’t an 
option. Niss is stuck with what’s on her person— a pair of overalls, an arm brace, 
and a variety of weeds, poisonous plants, and thorns at her disposal. 

It isn’t all bad, Niss tells herself. While half of her powers are stunted, the 
other half are stronger than ever, ebbing and flowing with her emotions. She’s 
stronger. She’s sneakier. A Niss from the past would have never even thought about 
a task such as this one. 

The sun begins to set over the barrier’s horizon, leaving wisps of orange and 
red to pester Niss’s eyes for a few seconds. When she can see again, she picks 
herself up off of the ground, stretching out her scratched muscles. The castle is in 
the distance, and she has some walking to do. 

The moon has clouded over for the night, giving the Glade many more pockets 
of complete darkness to sneak around in. Niss jumps from corner to house corner, 
chasing the darkness, following the lanterns that burn out for the night. Not even 
the stars can guide her. 

She ends up in a shrub that’s tastefully bordering the outer walls of the castle, 
calculating her next move. The nearby castle drawbridge had been left open, and 
the lone guard known as Oswald paces back and forth in the opening, guarding, 
watching for the unknown. Any minute now, he’ll fall asleep, leaving the castle 
vulnerable. Niss waits in her shrub for the inevitable. 

And she waits. 

And waits. 

Oswald puts one step in front of the other, turning around every so often. 

He’s not going to fall asleep anytime soon, is he? 

Niss, tired and impatient, makes a break for the shrub next to her. She 
continues to bush-hop until she’s far enough away from Oswald. She looks from 
side to side, and when the coast is positively clear, strides up to the castle wall. The 
stones feel cool to the touch, and are stacked much too high, to her annoyance. It’s 
nothing that can’t be dealt with a little magic, however. 

Niss finds a pure spot among the grass, and conjures up a twist of brambles 
with her good arms. As to not disturb the bruises and scrapes, they gently wind 
around her legs and lower body, strengthening themselves. When she finds them 
adequate, Niss lifts one leg into the air, and then, the other as well. The thorns hold 
her weight in the air, syncing themselves with the gentle sway of her body 



movements. The weightlessness would be calming, if Niss wasn’t about to do 
something stupid. 

She jolts her healthy arm upward, and the thorns follow suit, ascending her 
into the sky at a rapid but gentle pace. Despite the risk, Niss feels cradled by her 
plants. She could sleep like this, even. 

Her thorns trump the castle wall with ease, and she’s able to peer down into 
the casde insides. The vines falter for a moment, but Niss calms them down, 
steadying the now serpentine body keeping her up. She maneuvers her thorns down 
onto the other side of the wall, where they place her neatly into the courtyard 
before untangling themselves from her body. 

It was almost too easy. 

The courtyard’s landscape has been transformed to the point where it is almost 
unrecognizable. She’s managed to land into preparations for the biggest party of 
the year: the winter festival. Judging by the pink petals sticking to her boots, and the 
medium sized trees growing in the courtyard, this year’s theme is peaches. It’s a nice, 
safe fruit that otherwise is average in every other aspect. Typical community choice. 

Niss locates an opening to an inner corridor, and begins her search. Her 
movements are heedful, her footsteps silent. If she had to guess, the king is 
finishing up his flower feast for the night. It was for the better that she stay quiet, 
anyway. He could be anywhere! Even right behind her. 

Niss looks behind herself. Thankfully, no King. 

She finds a corridor that sticks out from the rest of them, and travels into it. 
The dirt trail and stone walls give way to an aged wooden interior complete with 
footsteps worn into the planks. During her many field trips as a tot, it’s the only 
hallway she’s been disallowed to go down. It’s the personal wing, reserved for royal 
eyes, and royal eyes only. 

Niss strides down it without a second thought. 

Her eyes squint, adjusting to the growing dimness that results from only having 
ceiling windows as a source of light. Whose idea was that? There needs to be at 
least three lamps lighting up this hallway. It takes her especially long to figure out 
the contents of all the rooms. 

After finding an empty bedroom, and a topiary, Niss finds a room that looks 
like a study. A desk soaks up most of the room’s space, decorated by various papers 
and an unlit lantern. Behind the desk is a tall bookshelf, almost completely empty, 
save for a few tomes. It’s exacdy what she’s looking for. 

It takes some squeezing to shuffle in behind the bulky desk, but Niss does so 
with grace. To her dismay, all of the books are too high up for her to reach. This 



time, she tells herself, will be different. The wooden floor in this room looks rather 
ancient. It’s time to call in an old friend. 

Upon sprouting, the floorboard thorns are ecstatic to be willed into creation. 
They brush up against Niss’s legwarmers, budding small white flowers and 
proceeding to produce blackberries. Niss thanks the small floorboard thorns by 
tasting a juicy berry. It’s sweeter than ever before. 

She instructs the thorns to grow to reach the top shelf, and they do so rapidly, 
latching on to the sides of the bookcase to hold themselves up. With one swift 
motion, the thorns yank book after book to the ground, leaving Niss with the duty 
to catch them with her strong arm before they make a sound. 

The first book she catches is bound in leather, and it feels like it’s about to 
break her back. Sure enough, when she opens the cover, Vortigern’s scratchings 
adorn the first page. She thanks the floorboard thorns for their assistance, and they 
pat her head before slithering back into the cracked wooden planks. 

A total of four books have dropped, including Vortigern’s. With curious, light- 
adjusted eyes, Niss takes a peek at one of the others. It’s a lighter volume, only half 
the size of the field guide; it’s certainly easier on Niss’s spine. She flips to a random 
page, and spots something peculiar. A drawing of a small yellow flower. Though 
not as elaborate as Vortigern’s, it is without a doubt, a dandelion. It’s too dark to 
read the text, but Niss definitely knows it has something to do with her weeds. Niss 
pages through the other books as well, and while there are less pictures, she knows 
that somehow, these books have answers to questions she’s been asking since being 
exiled. 

Niss heaves the four books into a stack, and it takes most of her strength to 
hold them up with her healthy arm. She checks the ground for any remaining 
weeds, closes the door behind her, and then sprints as fast as a short girl holding 
many books can sprint. 

The corridors fall behind her as she makes a break for the courtyard, to where 
her pillar of thorns were waiting for her. All she needed was to reach her vines, and 
she’d be out of here with her books and her skin intact. Her thorns reach out to 
her, holding out a vine for Niss to grab onto. She can make it. She will make it. 

She trips, and Niss ends up face first against the grass. 

Niss looks back at what tripped her. It wasn’t a strand of thorns, or sheer 
clumsiness that managed to grab her. This time, it was a root of a fast growing tree. 
Before she has time to consider the possibilities, the tree fruits, dropping apples on 
the small girl. She takes to hiding under Vortigern’s field guide to soften the blows. 
A broad shouldered man reveals himself from behind one of the peach trees. 



“That’s enough, Niss. Stand up and confront me, please,” the King says. 

With a groan, Niss stands, using the apple tree as a support, defeated, she turns 
to pick up the books now lying on the ground. Her uncasted arm struggles to 
collect them all timely, and for a long while, the King watches as Niss attempts and 
fails to pile them all together. 

“You’re hurt,” the King says, fiddling with his gloves to free a hand. “My 
apologies.” 

“Well, yeah. It wasn’t you, though. It's—" 

The King suddenly gasps, and his hands tighten. 

“It was him. He hurt you.” 

Niss doesn't quite know what to say to this. While the treehouse incident was 
an accident, every thorn still embedded in her skin, every cut and scrape from 
earlier is reminding her that, in part, the King is correct. She thinks about her 
response longer than she should. 

‘Yes. He did.” Niss replies, partially true. 

The King sighs, and his grip turns into a fist. With the motion, the apple tree 
Niss is leaning on begins the process of withering away, shrinking into the ground 
quicker than it was grown. 

“I knew it was a bad idea leaving you with that lunatic. Look at you, all torn up! 
He has you stealing for him, too.” 

“I know, right? I wanted to sleep tonight, but nope, I have to go on spy duty.” 
Niss says, her words beginning to drip into lie territory. While it was for Vortigern, 
this plan was concocted completely on her own. The King puts his gloves back on 
his hands. 

“Well, whatever is in those books need not be seen by anyone else. You do 
understand why we took his away, yes? What horrors that lie within must not fall 
into the wrong hands, it would be—” 

“Tragic! I’ve seen some of the things in that book, Omo.” 

The King nods, as if he’s given his approval on a new park or bridge. “That is 
why I insist you give them back.” 

“I need them,” Niss blurts out, and it makes the man raise a scruffy eyebrow. 

“Hm? What for?” 

It’s at this moment when Niss coins herself as an idiot. She needs to come up 
with something, and fast. 

“Look, I get what you mean, now,” Niss hears herself speak, but the words 
don’t seem to be hers, “You want to get rid of the barrier. And you’re angry at 
Vortigern because he’ll never do it for you.” 



“I’m upset at our local jester for lots of reasons, but do continue,” 

“But I can, Sir Omo! I can wither the barrier— look, look at this. I’ve been 
there. And I can do it again.” 

Niss reaches into her overall pockets, and pulls out a remnant from this 
morning—one of the pieces of chocolate that Vortigern gifted her. It’s melted due 
to heat, and is a tad disfigured, but there’s no denying it that the confectionary is of 
Otherworld origins. 

The King doesn't seem to believe it. “You can get us out of here, unscathed?” 

“Almost. See, even for me, It’s too hard to break through. I want to become 
powerful enough to do it on my own. Vortigern isn’t going to help me on this one.” 

“As expected.” 

“There’s gotta be something in these books that will help me break the 
barrier.” 

Niss is running entirely on lies. She has no idea what to say next. 

“Niss. I never knew you were so...” the King pauses to find the right word, 
“...responsible. Do you really think you can do it?” 

Niss leans down, and waves her hand along the ground. Drawing from the last 
of her strength, she attempts to grow one of the last pure flowers in her lineup. 

Instead, she grows something rather heart-stopping. 

Well, there’s no backing down now. 

“I know I can, Sir. All you have to do is trust me.” 

The last few words don’t sit on her tongue right. It’s as if someone hit a chime 
too hard, causing it to fall and shatter on the ground, leaving Niss to pick up the 
pieces. She coughs, and her voice seemingly returns to normal. But that hiccup? 
That was anything but her voice. 

She plucks the plant from the ground. Its long stem holds many innocent 
looking bell shaped flowers, deep purple in color. She hands it over to the King, 
who accepts the gift with eager hands. Niss makes a mental note to wash her hands 
later. 

“A little dessert, perhaps?” 

“It’s just a weed, right? Nothing special about it?” 

“A little invasive, yeah,” Niss lies, “But actually tasty. I promise, this will be the 
last of them.” 

“Very well, then.” 

The King takes a quick bite of the plant. Liking what he tastes, he nibbles on a 
few more of the flowers, picking them off of the stem to snack on later. He helps 
Niss pick up the books, shakes her well hand, and then trots off on his merry way, 



otherwise unsuspecting of any foul play. 

Understandably, Niss spares no second leaving. 

Her pillar of thorns that she had used has stayed by the inner castle wall, and 
upon further inspection, they’re as pale as her face is becoming There’s no way 
she’s getting out of this one. None. Whatsoever. As far as Niss is concerned, she’s 
as good as dead. 

The bramble pillar grows quickly around her legs, picking her up before she’s 
ready. She lets out a small yelp, causing her friendly barbs to turn upon her, digging 
themselves into her already damaged skin. It’s as if the thorns can feel every 
moment of sadness, or grief, or panic, or anger, and respond the best and only way 
they can: to make a person completely forget their unease by slicing into their body, 
and letting the discontents of life dribble down. 

The ride back over the wall is much more violent this time around; Niss’s panic 
sends her almost careening into the ground outside. It takes deep breathing and 
forced relaxing to stop herself and take a slow descent to the last inches to the 
grassy earth, some of which has begun to sprout weeds. Niss, unable to free herself 
from the mess she created, resorts to frantically ripping bits of barbs from her legs, 
causing some of them to stick into her hands. Each of her little screams are 
through muffled teeth. She withers the surrounding area, and scampers away, caring 
little about the shadows she arrived in. 



The house is surrounded. 

Not by people, no. Niss is certain that whatever’s about to happen has, in fact, 
not happened yet. There is no angry mob with pitchforks and torches. 

The house, rather, is surrounded by thorns. 

It’d blend in completely with the nearby barrier if it wasn’t for the lamp inside 
trying to shine through several feet of vines. Otherwise, she never would have 
spotted the place she had called home for past month. As if she wasn’t sprinting 
quick enough. 

Mindful of the tripwires that have rooted themselves outside, Niss manages to 
get close enough to the door to begin withering. There isn’t time to check for 
whimpering or gritted teeth. There is only time for saving. 

When the door seems loose enough, Niss rips it open, dropping her payload 
of books in the process. There’s a heap of thorns where Vortigern should be. In 
fact, he’s almost indistinguishable from the rest of the house. There isn’t an inch of 
the interior that hasn’t been covered in his atrocities. From the top, his head and 
shoulders peek out, staring into an uncaring world. 

Luckily, his eyes haven’t seemed to gloss over. He’s still in there, eyes fixed on 
the small girl as she enters. His speech sounds pained, as he struggles to stitch 
syllables together. 

“Wh-where...Where’ve you been?” He asks. The question seems genuine, and it 
makes Niss reconsider leaving him alone for that long. 

“I went out. You seemed upset that they took your book, so I took it back. 
Neat, right?” 

“R-right...” 

Vortigern blinks slowly, eyes beginning to stare at a small litde discolored spot 
at the wall. He begins to smile. 

“Vort,” Niss snaps, and Vortigern blinks once more, eyes locked on the small 
girl who’s trying to wither the thorns keeping the closet door shut, “Stay with me. 
Keep talking.” 

“S-Sorry. I. J-Just. I’m sorry.” 

Niss scours the closet contents, and to her dismay, the weed killer isn’t where it 
should be. She looks once more, using her tippy toes to check the highest shelves. 
It’s not there. 

“Where’s the weed killer?” Niss demands. 

“I’m so s-sorry. Kiddo.” Vortigern replies, ignoring her question. “F-for. For.” 



“For?” 


“Everything.” 

Fearing the worst, Niss decides that it’s not a good idea to keep pressing 
Vortigern for an answer. She turns her search to the kitchen cabinets, ripping them 
almost off of their hinges. She calls out to him from the other room, masking her 
voice with the most sing-song tone she can muster. 

“What’d you do today, Vort? Anything special?” 

No response. 

“Vort, tell me what you did today.” 

“I. I uh. I went to D-Deshler fo... for the last time.” 

“That’s quitter’s talk, Vort.” 

Desperate, Niss opens the last cabinet in the kitchen, to reveal the greatest 
thing of all: an almost empty botde of weed killer. She couldn’t have grabbed it 
quicker. 

“I’m... Fm a quitter.” 

Without hesitation, Niss dashes into the other room, bottle in hand. She cranks 
the nozzle to the highest power, aims it toward the mass of thorns, and sprays. 

It must have only been seconds, but it feels like a century before the thorns 
release their grip and begin to recede. She sprays again, and they quicken their 
retreat. 

“Like hell you’re a quitter,” Niss says, staring at the man who has collapsed on 
the couch, “Oh my Verninanth. You look—” 

“Terrible.” 

“Terrible, yeah. Are you okay?” Niss asks, staring at the couch. Vortigern has 
the right idea. A twelve hour nap doesn't sound half bad right about now. 

“No. But I’m alive, and that’s all that matters. Thank you.” 

The last two words give Niss a small shock. She’s not used to hearing that from 

him. 

“I had no idea that leaving you would upset you that much. I’m sorry. I didn’t 
know—” 

“What are you apologising to me for?” Vortigern interrupts, already beginning 
the process of dethorning himself on the couch, “I’d leave too if some idiot was 
about to turn my insides into outsides.” 

“That wasn’t your fault, you were only angry at—” 

‘Yeah, I don’t get a free pass to hurt you because I’m angry.” 

The quiet of the night consumes them both, and Niss begins cleanup work, 
withering away the thorns she missed during her desperate search attempt. Most of 



the things that had gone floorward during their trip to the Otherworld were still 
there, mocking her. Vortigern has presumably dozed off on the couch, blanket now 
covering his head. Niss picks up the stack of books that she pretty much killed for, 
and drops them on his chest. He groans. 

“We can clean up later, kiddo. Let me get my beauty sleep in.” 

“There’s more than just your book there. I found some other ones about 
weeds. Thorns, even.” 

“Okay, sure,” Vortigern says, disbelieving, “It’s not like I’ve checked the library 
hundreds of times—” 

“I didn’t get these ones from the library.” 

Vortigern goes silent, and then peels back the blanket covering his face. He 
picks up the smallest of the books resting on his chest, and opens to a random 
page. The parchment holds some poetry on one page, and a rough sketch of a 
blackberry bush on the adjacent page. 

“Where did you get these?” 

“The castle. And, uh, about that..Niss doesn't know how to break it to 
Vortigern. Thankfully, he isn’t interested. He scans the other two books, and then 
suddenly stands, striding to the kitchen. 

“Yeah, shut up for a second. I’m going to grab some cobbler.” 

“I thought you said you were tired!” 

“Exausted. But I’m always like that. It’s not every day that someone drops 3 
generations of work onto my lap. Start cleaning up. It’s impossible to work in a 
place like this.” 

Niss rolls her eyes, and sets herself to work pulling thorns off of the walls. She 
glances at the weed killer, and has an idea. 

“And don’t even think about using the weed killer to speed this up,” Vortigern 
says, scratchy voice echoing from the kitchen. “Emergencies only. And we’re 
running low.” 

“I wasn’t thinking about it,” Niss says, obviously thinking about it. 

Once everything is back where it should be (the painting in the corner looks 
tilted, she notes,) Vortigern instructs Niss to lay all of the books, as well as pens 
and scraps of paper onto the tea table. “If you see anything important, mark it. 

Take notes. Be thorough about this.” 

Niss nods, and takes the first bite of her cobbler. Her face twists, but not for 
the reason she’s used to. She slides the plate back onto the table, much to 
Vortigern’s distaste. 

‘You put too much sugar in this.” 



“No, I didn’t,’’ Vortigern replies. 

“Yeah, you did. Taste this.” 

“We’ve been out of sugar for a week, kiddo.” 

Niss, not believing this fact, takes another bite, stabbing her fork into her 
nighttime snack. Still undeniably sugary. 

“There’s no way you didn’t put sugar in this.” 

“That’s the way they should be.” Vortigern says. Shoveling a forkful into his 
own mouth, he continues talking. “They haven’t been like this for a long time.” 
“Huh.” 

‘Yeah. Now, let’s dive into these books.” 



Her grace 

Her kindness 

Her soul is a gift 

To the ones below her. 

To refute woidd be to deny 

The greatness you are to come to. 

We are but mere vessels to her being. 

Niss stares at the page for far longer than she should have. Her Otherworld 
romp and castle raid have left her sleepy eyed and weary, and yet, she’s up alongside 
Vortigern, studying. Of the three new books, she chooses the smallest, a book of 
poetry by a fellow named Alvah. Alvah was a terrible poet, but judging by his pencil 
sketches, he was absolutely a thorntype. His favorite plants seemed to be the meat 
eating ones— the flytraps and pitcher plants. It’s the same type of plant that 
Vortigern has on the kitchen counter, where he feeds small scraps of rabbit to. Niss 
hates everything about those plants. 

“How do I know what’s important and what’s not?” Niss questions Vortigern, 
who’s been flipping pages like a madman for the past few hours. For the most part, 
her own book had been untouched. 

“The way this one’s going, all of it’s important. Look at this passage.” 

Vortigern plops the book he’s been working onto the top of Niss’s— a 
medium sized journal falling apart at the bindings— and she groans. It’s probably 
the oldest of the three, and it’s nothing but painful to read gwytherwips squished 
together on a page. 

Apr. 20, 1902 

The Queen and I have decided it would be best if I secluded myself from the rest of the 
community. As such, I have begun construction on a small cottage at the edge of the barrier, where 
my studies will continue. IPs a grand little cottage, complete with a woodstove and rather large 
window pane looking out into the world. There's even a little garden to the side, where my 
experiments can grow in peace from the rest of the Glade. Wouldn’t want getting poisons mixed 
up with pansy’s, ha ha. 

“What an idiot,” Vortigern passively comments, causing Niss to glare, “She set 
the rest of us in this crummy place. She did it on her own, too.” 

“That’s not nice, you know.” 

“She didn’t even build a bedroom. Could have at least done that.” 

A case like mine is unprecedented. In only five years, my beautiful flowers have 



stopped growing, in place of the vile barbs that keep us rooted in place. 

“Wait a second. This girl had five whole years to adjust?” Niss asks, re-reading 
the sentence once more to confirm. 

“I know, right? I had four months before mine went out on me. What a cheat.” 

“I had... I had two months.” 

Niss stares at her hands. One of them, broken, sits in a brace, unable to do 
much of anything. The other one sits in her glove, due to Vortigern’s insistent 
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“That reminds me. You have any flowers left? Actual, proper flowers?” 

Niss shrugs, weighing her options. From what she’s seen tonight, she’s unsure. 

“I don’t know.” she says, telling the truth. 

“Hm. Now, read this?” 

Vortigern flips to another marked page, which holds even more text. It’s 
marked about a year after the entry that she just read. 

The thorns are near uncontrollable. Tro?n every corner of the cottage, they rise to greet me, 
like a familiarfriend that has long overstayed their welcome. Every time they feel my vexation, they 
grow about my feet, calling me. No, not calling me. Summoning me. Sometimes I want to wrap 
myself in them, feel their spines stick themselves over and over again into my arms and legs. Tell 
me, Vernianth, what would happen if I submitted to the weeds? Would I become one with the 
Earth, or would the Earth become one with me? 

“That’s you, you know.” 

Vortigern scoffs. “That’s not me.” 

“It’s as if you went back in time to write this!” 

“Give me the book back.” 

Niss slams the journal shut and tosses it Vortigern’s direction before rubbing 
her eyes. She debates reading another passage, but decides against it. There’s only so 
much text she can read before it all becomes one massive blur. Niss pulls out her 
cot, plumps up her pillow, and lays herself down for the night. 

“Goodnight, Vort. Do try and get some sleep.” 

Niss waits for the incoming snap from Vortigern, but is pleasantly surprised. 

“Huh? Yeah, sure.” 



a 

Today is not a Mack day. 

Vortigern knows this, because Mack delivered his gift, along with a request for 
mercy (for when Vortigern finally manages to destroy the Glade), last week. Mack 
has delivered his sparing gift once a month, every month, for the past decade or so, 
each time with a toothy smile plastered onto his face. 

So why is his signature gift sitting at his doorstep today? 

It’s not only his usual ceramic mug in the mix, either. There’s other gifts, 
littering the pathway outside. Names are boldly written on tags attached to the 
assortment, marking who the gift giver was. Niss’s mother was even so kind as to 
leave a pet rabbit on their front step, snuggled up in a basket. Vortigern doesn't 
even have to peruse his cabinets for dinner tonight. 

He turns to Niss, who happens to be sleeping soundly. Last night’s study 
marathon must have tuckered her out. She’s also wrapped in a tangle of thorns. 

Yeah, something is up. 

Vortigern begins withering the thorns that have taken a liking to her head. 
When he’s able to, he snatches her pillow from underneath her head, and tosses it 
across the room. 

That seems to do the trick. 

“I’m sleeping.” 

“Get up.” Vortigern says. 

“No.” 

Vortigern continues withering her thorns, and when he deems it safe, he rips 
her blanket off of her, chucking it where the pillow landed. 

“What did you do last night?” Vortigern says. 

Niss rises into a sitting position, eyes half closed to the world around her. 
“Went to the castle.” 

‘Yeah. Do anything else?” 

Niss sluggishly attempts to recall last night’s events. She looked at poetry for 
hours. No. Before that. She vaulted the wall of the castle using a pillar of thorns, 
snuck into the King’s personal study, stole literature hidden away from the general 
community, and then had a lovely chat with. 

Oh. 

Oh no. 

“Don’t get mad,” Niss says.”But I may have, uh. Um.” 

“Congratulations. You managed to find the worst possible way to start a 



sentence.” 

“Fine, I won’t tell you, then.” 

“Kiddo. Now.” Vortigern starts searching the house, presumably for his shoes. 
If only he could manage to keep them together. 

“Okay, okay! Last night, I ended up—” 

The sound of a distant castle bell tolling away interrupts the sleepy girl in her 
tracks. Vortigern recognizes it instantly, and what little color in his face begins to 
drain. 

“You... You didn’t,” he says. 

“I ended up getting caught by the King last night. And I talked my way out of 
it.” 

Vortigern quickens his search for his shoes, and finds the left one hidden under 
the couch. He also finds Niss’s cloak, and throws it to her. 

“C’mon. We have a memorial to go to.” 

“I can’t go back there!” Niss exclaims. Vortigern completely disregards her, and 
throws her boots over to her, as well. “Vort, I can’t go back there.” 

“Did anybody see you?” 

Niss thinks about this. “No.” 

“Then you can go back there. Start faking some tears, we need to look like 
we’re sad about this.” 

“I am sad about this!” 

Vortigern zips up his jacket, and points to Niss, instructing her to put on hers. 

“You would have made more thorns by now if you were.” 

They arrive to the memorial, twenty minutes late and with 200 pairs of eyes on 
them. 

The community center is a narrow building that looks incredible on mornings 
such as this one. Light shines through the painted windows onto the faces of the 
visitors listening intently to the words whispered. Niss fondly remembers sitting 
near the front, soaking up the sermons with the other young sprouts. 

Today, she sits in the very back, alongside Vortigern, who is scribbling on a 
paper with an otherworld pen next to her. Looking closer, it’s a page from an old 
bible, torn out for scrap paper. Niss begins reading one side, which has another 
paper pasted onto it. 

Cursed is the ground because of you; 

through painful toil you will eat food from it 

all the days of your life. 

It will produce thorns and thisdes for you, 



and you will eat the plants of the field. 

By the sweat of — 

Vortigern elbows Niss, who nudges back harder before he hands the scrap to 
her. The other side is blank, save for a few words scribbled by her mentor. 

How’d you do it? 

Niss takes the pen from his hands, and begins writing out a reply on her knee. 
Her letters aren't as neat as they should be, but they get the point across. 

Foxglove. Listen to the memorial. 

She passes the note back. Vortigern frowns, and then scrawls a reply. 

I am. We might get out of this. Listen to the clergywoman. 

Occasional murmurs and the offhand sniffle aside, Niss tunes her ears to the 
woman in white robes, standing in front of a coffin. “38 years young” She says. 
“Praise be to Verninath,” She pleads. 

“Praise be Verninath” The crowd speaks back. Well, the crowd minus 
Vortigern. Niss would be more upset if it wasn’t for the note in her lap. 

Everybody thinks it was natural. And assuming you were clean about things, 
there shouldn’t be a trace. 

Niss lets out an audible grumble, which gifts her the glaring look of a few 
mourners in the seats in front of her. She gives a worried look in response, and 
she’s not quite sure if it’s genuine or not. When they turn away, she refocuses on the 
note. 

Are you serious? That’s all you care about? I’m a monster. 

Vortigern writes a quick reply, annoyingly filling up the rest of the page with 
giant letters so Niss can’t respond. I care a little more than that. Watch me. 

“I’d like to say something. That’s allowed, right?” Vortigern’s voice rings out 
suddenly, and Niss flinches. Whatever sniffling that was present before has since 
disappeared. Niss can feel the entire crowd, judging them. 

“Oh, I don’t care if it’s allowed. I’m speaking now.” 

“What are you doing?” Niss whispers, but Vortigern doesn't seem to hear it. 
He’s already taking lengthy strides down the center, garnering whispers of a 
different variety. The villagers in the aisles cram together, as if he takes up all the 
room. A foot sticks itself out from its seat, but before Vortigern has a chance to 
trip over it, he pins it down with a well timed tangle. 

Before anybody has a chance to look behind themselves, Niss buries her face 
in her cloak. 

Vortigern stands in front of the audience, forgetting that slouching was ever a 
thing in the first place. His gloved hands grip a podium too small for him; perhaps 



there’s an inkling of doubt running through his mind telling him that this may have 
been a step too far out of his comfort zone. 

As it turns out, Vortigern doesn't have in kl ings or comfort zones. 

“Hello, community. Always a pleasure to see the people who hate me again.” 

There’s a single cough. Vortigern goes on. 

“Rest assured, I feel the same way.” 

The clergywoman, pushed aside, interrupts him, but ends up interrupted 
herself. “Vortigern, what are you even—” 

“Let me get to that. We’re all here because we’ve recendy hit some hard times. 
Our beloved King, our throne to the Glade, has passed away last... night? 

Morning? Whenever. Personally, I hated the guy. I’m only here because Niss wanted 
to go. Right, kiddo?” 

Niss watches as every single person whips their body around to stare, causing 
the fold out chairs to grind against the tile flooring. Niss sinks further into her 
cloak, drawing her knees in. Behind the cloth, there’d most likely be streak of red 
across her cheeks. 

“Whatever. Mourning is mourning. And for our dear Strash Omo to die an 
entire two years away from his death date, without a single heir in sight, is what I 
would call a tragedy.” 

There’s hushed voices from all about the room as villagers speak to one 
another, muddling their words as if Vortigern cared about what they were saying 
about him. The clergywoman breaks the false silence with her cutting words. 

“Vortigern, there’s no need to lie. We know you murdered him, and there’s 
nothing else we can do—” 

“Oh, really?” Vortigern gives a lopsided smirk, and looks directly at the 
huddled cloak (and the person inside) sitting in the back row. “Do you have any 
proof? He could have just lied about his age, you know. Remember Ottswhat?” 

It was, at this moment of time, where Niss realized that Vortigern was doing 
something incredibly thoughtful and stupid at the same time. Some half-brained 
scheme that was going in his favor only because every previous interaction with the 
community didn’t go in his favor. 

He was taking the blame for Niss. 

“We’d like you to leave, Vort.” The clergywoman says, ruffling her white and 
blue robes. 

“That’s not my name,” Vortigern snarls, “and you’ll never be able to call me 
that. Niss, let’s get out of here.” 

This isn’t right. None of it is. Vortigern shouldn’t be having to clean up after 



her mistake. Her blunder. Her fatal error. Niss uncurls herself from the fold-out 
chair, and stands herself up on her short legs. 

“No.” 

There’s several looks of confusion on the villagers around her, including 
Vortigern. He wipes his blank stare away just in time to pass a friendly glower off to 
Niss. 

“Vortigern didn’t do it. And, frankly, I’m disappointed in all of you for 
assuming so.” 

The murmurs explode into a pratde of syllables, mashed together by means of 
different conversations forking and converging into louder discussions. Niss can’t 
quite make it all out, but there’s words such as “murderer” and “which one?” and 
“proof?” mixed into the glob of chatter. Abrupdy, a single voice rings out, silencing 
all of the others. It’s the poor man who attempted to trip Vortigern earlier, ending 
up with his foot tied to the ground. 

“You don’t have any evidence of that, Niss.” 

Vortigern uses his voice to scratch the villager’s ears. “She’s right. I was at 
home. Getting chewed up by my own plants.” 

“You be quiet!” Another villager says to Vortigern, “You’re the suspect here.” 

“I don’t need evidence!” Niss cries. “He’s been outcasted on that stupid plot of 
land for half of his life!” 

“Kiddo, this isn’t the time—” 

“And you.” 

Once again, her voice isn’t quite right. It sounds off to the ears, toned down 
enough to make everyone question what they had just heard. Niss takes a single 
step forward. The neat abeckons behind her has become a haphazard pile of chairs, 
as the villagers who sat down near the back have begun to sneak out. The rest of 
the community gathering looks... afraid? Terrified, even. Even Vortigern flashes a 
look of unnerve, as if it would help Niss realize what she’s doing. 

“You need to stop shifting the blame towards yourself. You’re better than 
that.” 

“Kiddo, it’s really... It’s fine.” 

“It’s not fine!” 

Beneath the tiled ground, there begins a rumble. 

It’s a thunderous, cascading noise that vibrates the ground, causing the 
remaining villagers to begin backing away from the middle of the floor, and if 
possible, flee the community center. Only a few shaking individuals stay in their 
seats, held in place by their own fear. From the ground rises a vine, not smaller than 



and not larger than a tree. It reaches the ceiling at record pace, clings itself to the 
rafters, and shoots out spikes that could easily be turned into knives if one were to 
dare step close enough to break one off Another eruption tosses the tile from the 
floor, to make way for another rising vine the width of Niss herself 

There’s a scream, and everyone panics. 

Naturally. 

The door becomes overrun with villagers trampling one another, escaping 
from the small community center. The cries and screams unnerve Niss further, 
causing more rumbling, more shoots of thorns rocketing skywards. The floor 
becomes a patchwork of plant and shattered tile alike, making it increasingly 
difficult to find a place to stand. A vine the size of a branch breaks through the 
floor direcdy behind her, causing herself to look up in awe at what she’s done. The 
only one who hasn’t moved is Vortigern, who seems to be admiring Niss’s 
handiwork. 

In a matter of moments, the place is empty, save for the two of them and a 
dozen strands of thorns standing to attention. The tile is ruined. Some of the 
painted windows have been shattered, leaving multicolored bits of glass to sit on 
the ground. Every fold out chair had been turned over, toppled. And the coffin in 
the front of the building? A thorn had broken into it on its journey upwards, most 
likely hurting the contents inside. 

And yet, among the disaster, Vortigern stands there, running a glove down the 
largest thorned stalk invading the building. 

“You did this— You did this with your glove on?” 

Niss looks at her hands. One of them is broken, unable to do anything. The 
other one sits in a hand-me-down, worn at the palms, cheery yellow glove. 

Niss nods, and Vortigern claps his hands together suddenly, jolting Niss from 
staring too long at her mess. 

“Well, let’s get out of here. Those supports aren't going to last long, and I 
don’t want to be the one here when it collapses.” 



Niss comes home before Vortigern, shutting herself in the closet when she 
arrives. 

It’s the only place in the entire house which has complete privacy. Even the 
bathroom’s lock is compromised, jury rigged by Vortigern after Niss took an 
exceptionally long time to comb her hair one day. The closet remained the sole 
perfect hideaway, as it was dark and secluded enough that nobody could see her 
weep. She plucks her strewn bedding from the across the room, drops it in the 
closet, and follows her belongings inside, locking the doorknob behind her. 

For the longest time, Niss sits there, silently sobbing at her atrocities. She 
doesn't feel the chill of the closet, or the hardness of the ground. What she does 
feel is an irresistible sadness, and a penchant for sleep. She could very well curl up 
in the closet, take a nice long nap forever. 

The next thing she knows, Vortigern is knocking at the door, the bottoms of 
his boots showing up in the crack that lies between the bottom of the doorway and 
the ground. She pulls the blanket over her head as the knob begins to jiggle. 

“You locked it from the inside, didn’t you?” Niss hears a voice, slightly muted 
behind the wooden door, “That’s just great. How am I supposed to get anything 
done?” 

“Go away.” 

‘You’ve been in there for six hours, kiddo. Get out.” 

Niss scoffs at this. “You’re lying.” 

“Nope. It’s mid afternoon right about now. You’ve been sleeping. I’d be doing 
the same, right about now.” 

Niss grosses herself out, upon finding out that there’s wet spots decorating the 
corners of her mouth. Maybe she had been sleeping. She clumsily wipes the drool 
from her chin, and begins working on the dried trails of sadness that came from 
her eyes. 

“You still awake?” A voice calls out from behind the door. Niss sighs, shifting 
her weight so that she’s propped up against the door. 

“I don’t wanna come out.” 

“Fine. Can you at least find me the level? It’s in the toolbox on the second 
shelf. Or maybe in the box on the third...” 

Niss thinks about her next words, long enough that Vortigern has the audacity 
to knock on the door again. He probably thinks she’s drifted off to sleep. 

“I’m a monster, Vort. I murdered the King, I almost killed like, half of the 



community. I don’t want to ever leave this closet.” 

For the longest time, Vortigern stands there, unmoving and silent, as still as a 
statue. Then, Niss experiences something odder than life itself — Vortigern sits 
himself on the floor, his weight leaning against the door like Niss is doing. Clearing 
his throat, he begins to speak. 

“We’re kind of in the same boat here. And I don’t know how much Len told 
you about. Well, about—” 

“She told me enough,” Niss says, chipping away the crust around her eyes. 
“Enough to know why you’re still here.” 

“Yeah. I kind of figured. My past sucks. Wanna hear about it?” 

Niss lets a small giggle escape. “It can’t suck that bad.” 

A muted voice replies, half chuckling. “Got tossed around here. It sucked. 
Went to the Otherworld. It sucked there, too. My life is the pinnacle of suck. 

Kiddo, ever been drowned before?” 

Niss gasps. “They tried to drown you?” 

“A guard pushed me right in the drink. And, a little known secret: I don’t swim 
very well.” 

“That’s horrible!” 

Vortigern begins slowly, letting secrets seep through the gap between the 
bottom of the door and the floor. Most of his stories match Lenora’s; he was 
washed out into the Otherworld, where he was picked up and taken care of for 
nearly a year. He even held some stories that Lenora wouldn’t have been able to tell. 

‘You think I’m bad with stealing now,” Vortigern says, “I was terrible back 
then. I stole Len’s car, once.” 

“The metal box we rode in?” 

‘Yeah. She left the keys out on the table, and I couldn’t resist. Ended up 
drifting around the desert all night, until I wanted to impress my friends. So I drove 
to their place, and picked them up.” 

‘You had friends?” Niss replies, standing herself up, getting her circulation 
working again. It’s cold down there, and Vortigern wanted his level. She flicks the 
light on, and it momentarily burns her eyes before they adjust. 

“Duh. This was before I became a terror to humanity, remember?” 

“Right.” 

“Anyway, I pick them up, and one of my friends named Ed buys us all 
smoothies at the gas station. You know what we do, then? Dune surfing. We had a 
blast. Until...” 

“Until?” 



“Until we ran out of gas. You’d think we’d refill at the gas station, right? Nope. 
Completely forgot. So all of us had to push the car back to Len’s place before the 
morning and hope that we didn’t get found out.” 

Niss grasps very litde of the words or reasoning behind Vortigern’s stories, but 
listens intently anyhow, soaking all of his words in, as if one day, she might 
understand. It’s weird, knowing that once, he might have been happy. 

“Whatever happened to them? Your friends. Why didn’t you stay?” 

Vortigern pauses, searching for the right words. 

“Lots of things happened.” he finally says. “Things out of my control. You get 
angry one time, y’know? And your weeds just sort of... take over.” 

Niss freezes momentarily. Not knowing what to say, she switches topics. “You 
said the level was in your toolbox?” 

“Hm? Oh, it might be the third shelf.” 

Niss brings the toolbox to the floor, and begins searching for Vortigern’s level. 
“It’s bright orange, with a bubble in the middle of it. Can’t miss it,” he says. She 
searches slowly, as to let him continue his thoughts. 

“I’d like to think I’m in control of my powers now.” Vortigern says. 

“You think?” 

“I mean, I still slip up sometimes, but I’ve mostly figured it all out. You’re still 
growing into your powers. Who cares if a gathering center gets ruined in the 
process?” 

“I’m pretty sure everyone in the community cares, Vort.” Niss says, as she 
spots an orange tool at the bottom of the bag. Holding it up to the lamplight, it has 
a small bubble in a pool of green liquid trapped inside. 

“They don’t really matter, though. I mean, yeah, they have families and children 
and whatever, but they’ve never done anything good for me.” 

“They’ve done good things for me,” Niss adds, sliding the level underneath the 
door. She notices a stained glove snatch up the object. 

“They’ve misplaced their trust. They’re still good people. Can’t you just, I don’t 
know, like them a little more? They’re not bad people.” 

“We’re not bad people.” Vortigern replies. 

“We’re just a little misunderstood, that’s all.” 

“Hey, even monsters get a litde misunderstood sometimes.” 

The closet, the run down house on the edge of the Glade, the entire Glade 
itself would not have been able to contain the words that she’s heard today. She’s 
almost crying again. 

“You sound like you’re ready to come out of there. Hurry up. I have a surprise 



waiting.” 

Judging by the shadows between the gap, Vortigern stands himself up, and the 
doorknob begins to shake. Moments later, the door is wide open, revealing the rest 
of the house. Vortigern’s smiling, and it’s a genuine one this time, created from 
happy memories shared to a certain someone through a door. Alas, Niss has 
something else on her mind. 

“It was locked!” 

“It was,” he says, “and I have my tricks. Now, come along.” 

Vortigern holds his hand out, and Niss pulls herself up. When she asks about a 
surprise, he shrugs, and then meanders outside, leaving the door open for Niss to 
follow. She does so cheerfully, following him out into the garden to see what he’s up 
to. The sun carried itself high in the sky, confirming that she had, in fact, slept the 
morning away in the dark closet. 

She turns her head, and gasps. 

Through triumph and failure, through broken arms and countless pinpricks 
and having to chop and refine all of the spines that continued to grow, through the 
annoyance of having to deal with rainy days and windy days and depressed days, 
Vortigern’s done it. He’s placed the final plank onto the final wall, finishing the 
treehouse once and for all. 

Due to Vortigern’s lack of energy, there isn’t a single leaf on the branches. 
They’ve collected around the bottom, much like a normal tree should in the 
autumn. There’s no large window facing outwards, instead, a small doorway insisted 
on showcasing the world to Niss if she desires it. Some of the planks are crooked 
leaving large gaps in the walls where someone could peer into, and there’s no guard 
railing like there should be along the outside walkway. A single rope, shoddily made 
and occasionally knotted, dangles down, inviting Niss upwards into the treehouse. 

“Vort, it’s perfect.” 

“It’s really not,” Vortigern says, “There’s a lot of planks where there shouldn’t 
be, and it’s—” 

“It’s perfect. Shush. Give yourself the benefit of the doubt on this one?” 

Vortigern grumbles. It’s not like he was going to use the level in his hand, 
anyway. 

Niss can’t resist clumsily climbing the rope, shimmying up it without much 
thought, or for that matter, much use of her broken arm. She reaches the top, and 
turns herself around on the outer deck. Instead of looking down and scaring 
herself, she looks outward. The entire Glade can been seen from here, including the 
castle in the distance, as well as the ruined community center. 



...On second thought, she’d rather not look there. Turning her attention, she 
looks down into the rest of the garden, where the weeds have quickly overtaken the 
soil, making it hard to find a plain grassy patch to stand on. It’s not much of a real, 
proper, garden, is it? There’s no fruits or vegetables to tend to, no trellises or wells 
to build. 

But it’s Vortigern’s garden, and that’s all that matters. 



Niss finds herself, more often than not, half asleep. 

She spends the next few afternoons dozing in the remaining wisps of autumn 
sunshine, soaking up whatever light that comes her way. Her earlier burst of anger 
had since exhausted for days to come. No wonder Vortigern hasn’t found the 
energy to regrow the leaves on the honey locust. Niss hasn’t even found the energy 
to lift her head up, as of late. She’s much more content to drifting out in and out of 
consciousness, like the clouds she watches through the cracks of the treehouse 
roof 

Vortigern pops by the treehouse once every few hours to wither away the 
weeds attempting to use the tree to find a higher purpose in life. He looks up at the 
girl, who is sometimes snoozing, other times looking back down at him with tired 
eyes, searching for an explanation as to why she’s suddenly sapped. Vortigern can’t 
bring himself to say that’s the new normal. Fighting the tired, tooth and nail, is 
something that he’s gotten used to over time. So, he minds his own business, 
withering away his weeds and occasionally sending up a plate of cobbler for Niss to 
nibble on when she feels like it. 

An undying taste for sweets is another side effect that Niss has been slapped 
with the face with, as of late. Vortigern’s cobblers, briefly too sweet for her to even 
take more than a bite or two, have now become a small obsession. To hell with the 
days passing. To hell with the truce. To hell with Vortigern. All Niss cares about is 
her cobbler. 

The thought isn’t true, but she’s too tired to think otherwise. 

One afternoon, she’s starded awake by a loud tapping on the floor of her 
treehouse. Rolling over, Niss peeks through the cracks of the planked floor, finding 
the culprit. It’s Vortigern, holding a broom, hitting the floor with the end. 

“You’re so annoying.” She muffles, turning back over. 

Vortigern continues hitting the floor with his broom, moving it every so 
slightly so that the tapping sounds are always underneath her. When he doesn't 
stop, she lets out a shriek of defeat, scrambling to her feet to confront her 
antagonist where he stands. 

Niss fumbles with the rope on her way down, almost falling on her face. She 
succeeds in not doing so, turning to the man who’s now grinning from ear to ear. 

As a last resort, she stands on her tippy toes, trying to reach at least the height of 
Vortigern’s chin to challenge him. 

“What are you even trying to accomplish?” She asks. 



“Well, I already accomplished it, didn’t I? You’re awake. Good afternoon.” 

Niss grumbles. Any angrier and the ground would have exploded. 

“What do you want, Vort?” 

“Just letting you know that the festival is tonight. Might want to start getting 
ready.” 

Niss drops to her normal stand, taking a step back. And then another. 
“Tonight?” 

“Tonight.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?” 

Without hesitation, thorns wrap themselves around Niss’s legwarmers, 
fastening her in place. “There’s no time to get ready! I haven’t any training, I haven’t 
got a corsage, I haven’t a dress... Oh my Vernianth! I don’t have a dress. What am I 
going to do without a—” 

Niss stops unexpectedly, her words squeezed from her. Her worry thorns have 
worked their way up to her stomach, where they’ve tied themselves into a knot 
around her. Vortigern steps forward, but instead of withering away her anxiety, he 
does the opposite; growing more thorns about her boots that intertwine with one 
another on her body. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Stand still.” 

Vortigern falls into a trance, inspecting his work for something that Niss can’t 
figure out. It’s not like she can move, anyway. She’s tied to the ground. He moves 
behind her, and moments later, the pinned girl feels the weight of thorns dragging 
her down in the back, as well. 

“Arms out.” 

Not wanting to question his logic, Niss obliges. Thorns creep their way up her 
chest, swifdy twirling themselves onto her arms. If she wasn’t wearing overalls right 
now, this would hurt. A lot. 

Vortigern continues circling, growing more and more thorns on her body. The 
weeds tied to her body begin to take shape— the bottom half has formed into a 
bell, ignoring her legs completely to take root on all sides of her. The top half has 
transformed into a type of corset, thorns tying themselves into a bow along her 
backside. 

When he looks as if he’s finished, Vortigern takes a step back from her, 
admiring his work. 

“There,” He says, “You now have a dress. Thank me later.” 

Niss looks down at his handiwork, transfixed on the quality of it. They’re 



thorns, yes, but they’re some of the nicest that she’s seen. Vines weave themselves 
inward and outward on her body, creating a pattern that distinguished itself from 
any other dress she’s seen. 

“Vort. This is beautiful.” 

“Not really. One of the sleeves is uneven, and—” 

Niss huffs. “Can’t you take a compliment?” 

“That’d be illegal. I’m going to get the shears. Stay here?” He motions to her 
feet, stuck to the ground by her dress. 

“That’s not funny.” 

Vortigern snickers, and, after shortly disappearing, turns up with some clippers, 
along with the almost drained bottle of weed killer. He spends careful time snipping 
the ends of the thorns that have grown from the ground, making sure the bottom 
of the makeshift dress is even. When the last vine is cut, Niss is free from her 
natural cage. She turns to see Vortigern, sitting criss-cross on the ground, still 
looking to see if his working was adequate enough. Niss sits down next to next to 
him, pulling strands of hair loose to flip behind her. 

“Braid, please.” 

“Gee, you want the world, don’t you?” 

The lanky man searches his pants pockets, eventually finding a rubber band 
stowed away. He hasn’t admitted it yet, but Niss can tell he enjoys the otherwise 
menial task. He’s gotten good at it, too. In almost no time at all, Vortigern’s able to 
create an even, perfect braid, tying it off with a twist of his gloved hand. Niss takes 
great care in standing up, minding the thorns that she’s wrapped up in. Vortigern 
himself stands, and then starts toward the bridge separating them from the rest of 
the Glade. 

“Where are you going?” 

“The festival, obviously.” Vortigern replies. “What, you think I don’t go?” 

Niss struggles to recall her past. She scrunches her nose up when her mind 
turns out to be a little more empty than she previously thought. “That’s weird. I 
don’t seem to remember you ever being there.” 

“It’s because you never looked for me.” 

The statement, while most likely true, is a little bit disheartening to the girl. 

“Look, if you need anything at all, I’ll be there.” Vortigern says, pointing to his 
bottle of poison, “And it’s not like I’m not prepared.” 

“It’s almost empty.” Niss states blankly. 

“Still works, doesn't it? Now, if you excuse me, I have a hiding spot to go stake 
out. You still have another few hours to get ready, if you want.” 



“Or I could go with you?” 

“You could,” Vortigern says, “But there’s also a stash of makeup under the 
bathroom sink.” 

“There is?” Niss inquires. 

“Not that you need it.” 

Vortigern turns to leave, taking brisk steps toward the casde in the distance. 
Niss watches until he vanishes from sight behind a hill, and then dashes toward the 
house in her new dress. By now, Niss has noticed that she doesn't mind the dull 
prickles, prodding past the cloth of her overalls to twist into her skin. At this point, 
it’s more annoying than painful. 

She shoves the thought to the back of her mind, squeezing into the house with 
a litde effort. The bell shape of the bottom is a bit big for her tastes, but she’ll live 
with it. 

Like Vortigern said, there’s a small pouch dedicated to beauty products hidden 
away in the bathroom. Some if it’s slighdy used, while other powders are completely 
untouched. Niss picks out some makeup that matches her color, and begins work 
on her delicate, squishy face. 

The mirror had been cracked by Vortigern’s flair up weeks ago, and it makes 
Niss’s job that much more difficult. Instead of ten small sprouts staring back at her, 
it’s thousands. Thousands of her that look rather tired, thousands of her wearing 
the beginnings of dark rings underneath their eyes. She grumbles at the revelation. 
Vortigern should have told her about that little quirk sooner. 

Niss finishes her face with a light pink lipstick, already opened by a user from 
the past. A small part of her wants to argue that it’s unsanitary, even uncouth to use 
someone else’s makeup. She applies it anyway, past the point of no return for caring 
about such simple worries. Aside from a few smudges here and there, her face is 
painted to perfection, glowing and pristine, obscuring the woes that have tacked 
themselves onto her complexion. With a few hours to kill, she flicks on the 
television, letting her mind drift. It’s near impossible to sit down with her dress, but 
she does so anyway, allowing the barbs to bristle her legs. 

After a few minutes, Niss stands back up, and begins to pace the small living 
room, paying little attention to the program being played. It’ll be fine, she muses to 
herself. And if it isn’t, then she’ll make it fine. 

When the sun fades from the sky, and Niss finds herself on the verge of 
creating more thorns, she slips into the evening, pressing up against the front 
doorway to get through. 



From the distance, the Glade’s casde is set up to allure even the most reclusive 
gardener into its hold. 

An uncountable number of paper lanterns fill the sky, playing hide and seek 
amongst the clouds of an unclear night. Water variants of the lights litter the river 
alongside the lilypads, lighting up a pathway usually unseen at this time of day. 
Peeking from the top of the casde walls are overgrown peach trees, growing and 
leaving their dowers at an unnatural, sped up pace. Closer up, Niss can see that 
there isn’t a single spot without pink petals covering up the grassy surface 
underneath. 

The castle drawbridge is guarded, but that doesn't stop Niss from strutting up 
to the lone guard to pass through. Her strides are calculated, practiced steps, 
modeled after a certain intimidating mentor. Her walk, along with her dress, make it 
a breeze to scare Oswald back a few steps. She didn’t even need to step on her 
tiptoes to persuade the man to take a step back and allow her inside. 

“Who’s doing the gloving this year?” Niss asks Oswald, holding his fake spear 
in front of him, as if that would protect him. He doesn't reply, and Niss takes a 
step forward, motioning toward her dress. 

“Don’t make me hug you, Oswald.” 

The lone guard remains silent, but looks worried enough that holding her arms 
out for a spiky hug warrants another step back. 

“Oswald.” 

“F-Fine! Fm doing it this year. Fm not royalty or anything, but I’ve seen the 
ritual enough times to figure out what I’m doing.” 

Satisfied with his response, Niss hurries along to the inside of the castle, where 
the miseries of the world melt away into the crowd’s consistent hum. All of the 
community is here, bustling about, conversing in their small circles. The most 
popular of the floratypes have dressed themselves in overgrown blossoms, loudly 
telling stories over one another, spi ll ing wine on their daffodil dresses. And while 
not as decorated or drunk, some of the more popular fruittypes are hiding under 
lantern lit peach trees, feeding each other samples of their precious happy 
memories, blowing petals in each other’s faces. Some of the lesser types even 
provide music for the night, their instruments set up in the corner of the courtyard, 
a string or two broken from playing too hard. The entire community must be here, 
all one thousand of them, celebrating the end of a season and the start of a new 
year. Niss soaks it all in, admiring the work done to push away the blackness of 



winter. 

The booths along the edges of the corridor are filled to the brim with edible 
goodies for the taking, and Niss can’t help but snatch a few. The lines seem to 
dissipate whenever she draws near a new booth, allowing her to sample and nibble 
as she pleases. The cheese is especially good this year, she notes, so she downs a few 
more pieces before she moves on. 

Niss absentmindedly follows the rich plum carpet that laid about the courtyard 
without rhyme or reason, attempting to take in absolutely everything. As a tot, she 
didn’t quite get all of the fine details made before her, like the minutiae of the 
lanterns that hung in the improvised orchard, the friends she was making, or worse, 
avoiding. She definitely wouldn’t have remembered the cold of the night, much like 
how she feels it now, raising her hair on end and sending small tickles down her 
spine. The thorns on her dress are especially jarring as the temperature begins to 
drop, prickling her skin even more than the cold does. 

Looking around, everyone else seems fine. Their breaths aren't exploding in 
front of their faces, and their huddles force the heat to bounce back and forth 
between their dressed up bodies. Niss searches for a group to cluster with, to speak 
silly fables to and steal some warmth for herself. Despite every inch of the ground 
being in petals and people, the dapperly dressed attendants create a circle of free 
space around her as not to brush up against the dress. Niss has never been more 
repulsed at a revelation in her entire life. There has to be someone kind enough to 
allow her into their social circle long enough to steal some warmth. She can’t 
possibly be as alone as she thinks she is. 

When she thinks that the world is against her, Niss spots a familiar face among 
the crowd. Celice is among her group of friends, chattering away in a dress made 
from cloth, tailored to her body. Not everyone can make a dress from their plants. 

“Celice!” The big eyed girl calls out to her friend, waiting for a reply. For a 
second, it looks as if the salesgirl hears Niss, but then turns away, to continue to 
pratde to her group. Niss calls out her name again, and louder. When that doesn't 
work, she forces her way closer, her bubble of emptiness trailing right behind. 

When she gets close enough, Niss goes in for a hug behind her sugar growing 
friend, expecting a surprised ‘Hello’. Instead, she receives a small yelp. 

“Celice, I’m so, so sorry! I forgot about my...” 

“Niss.” 

For the slightest moment, her foggy breath stops. Celice’s social circle looks a 
tad confused, and maybe angry as well. 

“Darling, you really scared me there! How’ve you been? No hard feelings about 



before, right?” 

Niss sighs, relieved that she hasn’t angered her friend. Before she has a chance 
to open her mouth, however, Celice stops her. 

“Y’know, this litde get together is a bit incomplete without a drink or two, 
don’t you think? You can’t tell a proper story without a litde wine in you. Niss, 
could you be a dear and bring me and my friends something to drink?” 

“Sure!” Niss says, thinking that she’ll make up the mistake of poking her 
friend. “Any special type?” 

“You know how I like it. Zindot red. Don’t bring us anything else, or else 
Garamond will complain, and we wouldn’t want that. Got it?” 

“Yep! I’ll be right back.” 

Niss turns to leave, swearing that she hears soft chuckling behind her. 

The entrance to the wine cellar is in the corner of the courtyard, next to an 
empty throne. 

Not entirely empty, Niss notes. Although the King is well one with the earth by 
now, there’s an abundance of dowers and fruits and beeswax candles sitting in his 
place, put there by grieving villagers. The sight leaves her mournful herself, wishing 
that somehow, last week was different. She’s sorry. She’s so sorry. 

Her dress decides to draw tighter. It’s starting to get hard to breathe. 

Niss snaps from her moment of sadness. Wine. She’s here to get some wine 
for her friends. An elongated table holds barrel after barrel of of the drink, and not 
even a silly thorn dress could keep the thirsty patrons from avoiding Niss. She waits 
in line, scanning the faded labels on the barrels to dnd her friend’s favorite type. 
Zindot must be around here somewhere. 

When Niss is unable to dnd the type she’s looking for, she scans the table 
again, results coming up empty once more. Maybe it’s in the back? It must be in the 
cellar, Niss reassures herself. The cellar is only a few steps away from the table, 
privatised and stocked full of the King’s personal wines and ciders. Niss turns the 
doorknob before heading in. Surprisingly, it’s unlocked. She looks around to see if 
anybody notices her, and then tiptoes inside when she’s conddent that she’s another 
nobody. 

The cellar is kept cold, and dark, much to her disliking. She pushes on anyway, 
too motivated by her quest to stop there. Little windows near the ceiling do their 
darndest to try and illuminate the room, and the doorboards creak under her 
weight. She travels from barrel to barrel, squinting to read the labels. Even still, 
she’s unable to dnd Celice’s wine. 

Niss hears a small click, and her eyes are blinded. As if it wasn’t tight enough, 



her dress begins squeezing the air out of her. It’s an otherworld flashlight, held by 
Vortigern. Why is her dress reacting so badly to that? It was shocking, sure, but 
nothing to strangle someone over. 

“Vortigern,” Niss gasps, attempting to loosen the thorns tied behind her. She 
doesn't need another word. She can’t afford another. 

“On it.” 

The beam of unnatural light follows the floor squeaks, and suddenly, there’s a 
presence behind her. A hand appears on her shoulder, and something dastardly 
freezing is runs against her lower neck, causing another, albeit smaller, cloudy 
breath. A snap breaks the silence, and another allows her easy breathing once more. 

She spins on her heels to see Vortigern put away his pocket knife, almost 
cutting himself in the process. 

“You’re drunk.” Niss says. 

“I’m tipsy. There’s a difference, you know. I’ll remember this in the morning.” 

Niss, now able to properly breathe, takes the time to view her surroundings. 
While dark, she can make out splayed rows of barrels, shelves of bottles and 
glassware, and more importandy, an empty corner where Vortigern had carved out 
a place to sit. He’s completed it with a half drained bottle and empty glass lying on 
its side. His spray botde of weed killer is also there, presumably in case he got 
himself into a tangle that he couldn’t get out of. The weedy man returns to this 
spot, and pours himself another drink. Before Niss can protest, he’s already 
downed most of the glass. 

“This one’s the last. Don’t remember my tolerance being this crummy before.” 

“This is what you do every festival?” Niss cries, disbelieving, “You just sit in 
here and... and drink?” 

“What else is there to do?” Vortigern responds, looking blankly at his glass. He 
wipes a finger across the rim, in an attempt to savor every last drop. “You want 
some? I know the drinking age is 21, but we can make an exception.” 

Niss furrows her brow at the clear falsity. “The drinking age is fourteen, Vort.” 

“Right. That’s the otherworld drinking age, isn’t it? I never got why the age 
here is so low. I wasn’t right in the head until at least 23.” 

“Vortigern, this is pathetic.” 

Vortigern downs the rest of the glass. He muses on this, swirling about the 
small liquid residue at the bottom. 

‘Yeah, but you’re here too. Doesn't that make you pathetic, too?” 

Niss grumbles. The thorns don’t like this, and they begin to retie themselves in 
the back. At least she can breathe this time around. 



“I’m here because one of my friends wanted me to find a special wine for 
them. Because I have those. Because I don’t hide in a corner and drink my sorrows 
away.” 

Vortigern seems phased, but not phased enough to sprout thorns. “Yeah, 
yeah,” he says, “We get it. You’re special. What wine are you looking for?” 

Niss begins rooting around on the shelves, where bottle after bottle is stored, 
none of which is her wine. “Zinflot Red,” she replies, picking up a hefty botde and 
turning it to read the label. It’s not the wine she’s looking for. 

Vortigern is silent. Sighing, Niss continues to paw through the selection. She 
does so for far much longer than needed. Where even is this wine? 

“Vort, can you give me a hand?” 

“She’s not your friend,” he says, from his sad, dark corner. Niss has to stop 
herself from completely outbursting. She can’t believe what she’s hearing. 

“Excuse me?” 

“She’s not your friend,” he repeats, “Zinflot Red doesn't exist. Trust me, kiddo, 
I would know.” 

‘You’re lying.” 

“She’s lying, to get rid of you,” Vortigern says. “And I’d say it’s working. She 
could be stupid, but as much as I want to think it’s the latter, it’s the former.” 

“For certain, it’s not real?” 

“It’s not real. Just go grab a red off the shelf and pretend you know what 
you’re doing.” 

“Oh, I’ll do more than that.” 

Niss grabs a red wine from the shelf with her uncasted hand, and storms to 
the door, leaving small spouts of thorns in her trail. She rips open the door, 
prepared for a fight. 

“Hey, kiddo.” 

Niss turns to see Vortigern, alone, squinting at the new light of the open door. 

“Take it easy. You’re a bit testy tonight, and I don’t want anything bad 
happening to you, okay?” 

Her anger begins to disappear, if only for a moment. She collects her thoughts, 
and gives a small wave with her gloved hand before heading off. 

“Thanks, Vortigern.” 

Niss begins a walk towards where she had left Celece, increasingly short paces 
beginning to hinder her. The bottom part of her thorny dress is beginning to 
shrink, looking less like a bell and more like a pencil. She decides that as soon as 
she’s done with Celice, she’s shedding this annoyance of a dress. It’s a shame, too. 



Vortgern had so many good intentions when creating it. 

Celice is exactly where Niss had left her, marketplace friends and all. She yells 
her name among the crowd, and this time, Celice turns around quickly, a flash of 
confusion on her face before switching to something more sinister— a smile. A 
fake one, Niss assumes. The older girl’s friends turns speechless, mouths hanging 
open in small circles. 

“Sorry it took me so long!” Niss chimes out, “I think they ran out of Zinflot. 
So I grabbed you some Syrah.” 

Frozen in time, Celice struggles to come up with something to say. One of her 
friends elbows her in the back. 

“C-check again?” 

“Nah,” Niss replies, holding out the bottle. “I was out there for so long! 
Wouldn’t want to kill your buzz by having to go check again.” 

“Maybe you skipped a label, Niss. We won’t drink this. Now, run along and—” 

“It’s almost like the wine didn’t exist at all, Celice. Care to explain that?” 

“We know you did it.” 

The statement makes Niss take a step forward, nearly shoving the bottle in her 
friend’s face. “Did what, Celice? Lie to me so you wouldn’t have to deal with me?” 

“We know you lulled the King. You and your little freak-friend Vortigern 
plotted his murder so that you can have free realm of this town. If he was still alive, 
people like you wouldn’t even be here.” 

“People like me?” 

“Freaks.” 

A white, hot anger begins to build inside the short girl. It constricts her 
ribcage, but that doesn't stop her from yelling at the top of her lungs, drawing a 
crowd in the process. 

“I didn’t do it! And to think that I did—” 

“Oh please, Niss. Everyone knows that you did. Look at your face! That’s the 
face of a murderer. C’mon, group, let’s leave before she ruins the place like she 
ruined the community center.” 

Celice pushes the bottle away from her face, and turns to drift away into the 
crowd, leaving the girl alone to peter out from her life. Enraged, Niss tries to follow, 
ready to tear into her old classmate. She takes a step forward, and almost trips. Her 
thorns have rooted themselves into the ground, leaving her stuck. That isn’t a 
problem, she thinks. She’ll wither them away, and she’ll be free to go. Niss leans 
down to force the thorns to release their grip. Instead, she feels the weight of more 
brambles on her back, growing in size quicker than she can wither them away. The 



front of her dress roots itself in the ground, leaving Niss undeniably stuck. 
If there was ever a time to panic, it would have long since passed. 
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Niss screams, and the world stops and stares for only a slight moment before 
moving on. 

How dumb and drunk could they be? Her friends, her neighbors, the children 
she played hide and seek with, and the adults she bought vegetables from are just 
standing there, admiring the catastrophe that she’s created for herself. Her bubble 
of loneliness has grown stronger, as have her thorns. She opens her mouth to 
scream again, and finds herself screamless. Thanks to the tightening of her thorns, 
there’s not enough room in her lungs to do much other than small, rapid inhales. 

Uncountable numbers of needle like barbs have burrowed into her skin, past 
what little protection she had in place. So numerous and painful they are, making 
her bleed, making her regret. Niss lowers to her knees, succumbing to the weight of 
her plants resting upon her back. Or perhaps, she succumbed due to the fact that 
she’s losing feeling in her legs. They feel much like the static of Vortigern’s 
television, the wiry rabbit ears bent in the wrong positions. 

It’s getting difficult to turn her neck, but Niss can tell that the courtyard is 
emptying out. The voices she hears are dwindling in number. They’re leaving her. 

To die. Niss spots an unidentified partygoer straying too close to her rapidly 
growing disaster. Too curious and too idiotic, he is, standing there with his mouth 
agape. With what little control she has left, she sends a barbed vine his way, 
allowing it to setde into his legs. The poor man yelps. Something about that sound 
is enjoyable. 

“You,” Niss sputters in between breaths. Once more, her voice does not sound 
like it belongs to her. Her words have broken into pieces, hastily glued together 
before escaping her lips. She points to the man, whose face has begun to blur. 
“Vortigern. The Cellar. Bring him to me.” 

The man nods, and Niss releases her grip on the thorns tying him down. He 
scampers away, leaving the girl to her devices. She lowers her hands, and several 
thorns wind themselves around her good wrist. Niss is completely locked in. And 
the thorns grow heavier still. 

What’s odd is that her broken arm lay perfecdy untouched. Despite the fact 
that most of her body is unseeable, enveloped in plant matter, her casted arm sticks 
out of the pile, still completely movable. 

She looks toward the battlements, where several community members have 
taken seats from a distance to watch her undoing. Niss can’t make out any of the 
faces. The bodies themselves are becoming distant shapes, unrecognizable by Niss 



as anything but background noise. She moves her eyes to the ground, and makes a 
startling realization: the ground, only a few feet away from her, is becoming blurred 
as well. She’s losing her eyesight. 

“Niss.” 

There’s a sound behind her. A soothing, worried, out of breath, scratchy voice. 

“V-Vortigern,” She replies, trying to squirm away from a vine attempting to 
enter her mouth. “I-I can’t. I can’t see. Or feel. Anything.” 

“Yeah. It’s what happens to me. Good thing I brought the weed killer, right?” 

“Help.” 

A moving blur crosses her, surveying the damage she’s done to herself. It 
lingers in front of her for a short time, and then holds up a yellow object. Niss 
hears the sound of the bottle’s sprayer go off. It’ll all be over, she reassures herself. 
It’ll all be alright. 

And then. 

Well, nothing. 

“That’s not.” She hears, followed by another spray of poison. 

Her hands have gone numb, and her eyesight is completely gone, replaced by 
black void. She doesn't need eyesight to figure out what’s going on. 

“It’s not working.” she says, her pool of words running dry. 

“It’s always worked!” Vortigern snaps before spraying for a third time. “Every 
time I’m about to be lulled, I just. I just—” 

“Killed.” 

The shapeless goes silent, trying to retract his words. 

“I. Niss, I don’t know what happens. I never remember what happens. I just 
know that it can’t be good.” 

“I’m going to die.” 

Niss feels a small weight tugging on her thorns, and then sharp tongued curse 
words follow suit. “They’re not withering.” Vortigern says, “Kiddo, I’m way too 
drunk for this...” 

There’s a small weight tugging at her knees, and a snapping sound immediately 
afterwards. More of the strange sensations happens behind her. 

“I’m going to try to cut you out of this. Stay with me.” 

“Stay. With me.” She repeats back. Her breathing slows to a near stop. 

‘Yes. Stay with me, Niss. You can do that, can’t you?” 

Her hearing is leaving her, as well. She replies anyway, a sing-song scratch of a 
sound using the remaining air she has within her. 

“Join me.” 



Vortigern drops his knife, and slowly stands. Before her face is consumed, it 
sports a smile. A creepy, terrifying smile. He watches his feet as he backs away, as to 
not trip on any thorns that might snag him. He trips up anyway, and the thorns pull 
him downward. 



s 

Vortigern watches from the ground as the girl disappears completely into the 
thorns. 

He’s stupid, he tells himself. Stupid, and slow, and worst of all, cowardly. He 
couldn’t save her, and now something terrible is about to happen. Vortigern 
attempts to stand, to right his wrongs. He can’t. Thorns have chained themselves to 
his wrists. He attempts to wither them. He can’t. He looks for his knife, to try and 
cut himself free. It happens to be stuck into the ground, all the way over next to 
where the mass of thorns is. It’s exactly where he had dropped it in the first place. 

He can’t do much of anything, can he? 

The only thing he can do is sit and watch. Vortigern isn’t even sure he wants to 
do that. 

The ball of thorns consuming Niss has come to a standstill. She’s somewhere 
inside that ball, fighting to escape. She must be. She has to be. Niss is stronger than 
him. Vortigern allows himself a sigh, as the mass of thorns begins to shrink. 

But it becomes clear that the mass isn’t quite withering away. While some 
portions of the tangle are collapsing, other parts are beginning to reshape 
themselves into something more refined. At once, the outer layer of Niss’s tangle 
collapses completely, leaving something vaguely human behind. It has two arms and 
two legs attached to a body, and a head plunked on top. That’s where the human 
ends, and where everything else begins. 

It’s made up entirely of thorns, Vortigern notes. Tight, twisting thorns 
wrapped around Niss’s body to hold itself together. There’s four eyes; at least, 
hollow cavities where there should be eyes. Two arms droop down from a high set 
of spiked shoulders, one of them extends to the ground with clawed, pointed 
fingers. The other arm is disproportionately small — in fact, it’s Niss’s arm. Still 
stuck in its cast, it dangles there in the wind, mosdy lifeless. Vortigern spots her 
fingers twitch. She’s still in there. Sill fighting. Two wings, made up of blackberry 
leaves 100 times the size they should be, complete the creature. 

The thing begins to walk toward him, and he pulls against his bindings. His 
captor laughs, revealing a hinged jaw and crooked, elongated thorns meant to look 
like teeth. The sound it makes is equally broken. 

“You.” 

Vortigern freezes. 

That’s odd, he never saw the small heart on the cast before. Did Niss do that? 

“Join me.” 



Vortigern looks at his restraints, pondering his options. 

“Give me Niss back.” 

The four eye holes begin to glow with a hot light, and the being takes a step 
closer. It’s several feet taller than him, at least. The thorns tying his wrists down 
begin to tighten. At this rate, his hands are going to pop off. 

“I have waited for fifteen years for you to succumb to this,” It says, speaking 
hatred, “fifteen years of you weaseling out of your fate. And she does it first try. 
You’re a rather useless vessel, you know that?” 

Vortigern spits in its direction. The thorns draw tighter. 

“I have some children to round up. Sit here and think about what you’ve 
done.” 

The monster begins to move, snapping the roots at its feet to take steps. 
Vortigern braces for impact, but instead finds the creature walking away from him. 
It’s headed to the drawbridge, from what he can see. The same drawbridge that 
everyone fled through to escape. 

But how can anybody escape the Glade? 

The faraway screams tense Vortigern up. Escaping, no matter how crafty or 
persistent the atemptee is, will be impossible. The thick brambles at the edges will 
keep waywards in until they’ve grown happy and content. Vortigern escaped once. 
But why is he still here? 

The thorns have taken a liking to his chest, constricting his already shallow 
breaths to the point of hyperventilation. Vortigern never escaped. He’s sitting right 
here, on the grass of a kingdom that’s abandoned him, allowing himself to be 
besieged by his plants, until he’s nothing but an unconscious mess at the center of a 
destructive, overbearing blackberry patch. And then he would be something. 
Something like Niss. Something monstrous, and ruinous, and most importantly, 
something free. 

Vortigern peels off his gloves one at a time, and a flood of thorns follow. 
Already tying his wrists down, they plunge into his arms with breakneck speed. He 
dosen’t feel a thing. Years of cuts and stabs have taken their toll, and as a result, he’s 
numb to the pain. He never quite got over the whimpering, however. 

Like every other time he’s lost control, Vortigern finds himself swarmed. Inch 
after inch of his body becomes squeezed, his mind going astray once he can no 
longer budge. He stares at the sky, marveling at all of the slowly drifting lanterns 
and sparkling stars. It’s a beautiful night. He hasn’t noticed it before. Vortigern 
stops noticing things when the thorns reach his face. 

Weeds masking his eyes, Vortigern’s world is obscured and darkened. He turns 



his focus to the shifting vines, making themselves comfortable around him. They’ve 
loosened their grip, but have kept to their confinement. They stop growing at the 
same time, and at once Vortigern can see again. He’s still coated in thorns, but he 
feels better, stronger, somehow. He raises his once restrained left arm to pull 
himself upwards, and surprisingly, two left arms stretch themselves out. 

A few seconds of experimentation confirms it: Vortigern has two sets of arms. 
An upper set, made partially of real, gangly limbs and enhanced by a foot of plant 
matter. A lower set coming from his waist made up entirely of slender, flexible 
vines with sharp ends. The once taut thorns holding him down assimilate into his 
being, letting him stand. He’s farther off the ground, thanks to plants under his 
feet, suspending him much like normal pair of legs would. He feels his face, his 
chest; everything has a layer of thorns against it. And this time, Vortigern’s in 
control of every aspect. 

Albeit, poor control. Vortigern walks like he did when he was still growing into 
himself. His second pair of hands are of little help, as they held onto one another, 
interlocking thorny fingers. The terrain, a ripped up weedy courtyard, isn’t in his 
favor. He’s also tipsy, dreadfully so. Despite all of this, Vortigern stumbles through 
the courtyard, finding himself leaning against the drawbridge wall with both sets of 
spiked arms. 

He doesn't have to search far for find trouble. 

Niss, still encapsulated by her set of thorns, has grown walls of thorns around 
cowering townspeople. A few of them are already tied down, screaming about 
pinpricks. 

It’s not Niss, Vortigern reminds himself. Niss wouldn’t do that. 

A wide eyed boy spots him, and the monster picks up on this. It turns around, 
it’s hinged maw curled into a smile. “I’m so glad, Vortigern,” it says, dripping with 
evil, “That you’ve finally come to join your God.” 

“Nah.” 

The monster shows a hint of confusion within its vines, and Vortigern uses 
that window to toss a punch. Two of his vine covered arms connect to the 
monster’s shoulder and waist; Vortigern cringes. He shouldn’t have done that. 

It rolls its shoulders, and then swings its oversized arm back at him. Vortigern 
has to take a step backward to dodge. 

“You’re an idiot.” It says. 

“So we agree, then.” 

The monster takes another large swing, and Vortigern sidesteps. It continues 
its rage, swiping a clawed hand back and forth slightly out of reach of his armored 



face. The further it continues, the more Vortigern finds its attempts less of a threat, 
and instead rather laughable. With every miss comes an increasingly frustrated 
screech, reminiscent of whenever Niss has trouble figuring something out. It would 
almost be cute, if not for the razor sharp fingers inches from his eyes. 

Somewhere between the fifth and sixth swipe, the monster lets off a final 
scream, and then begins a barrel towards Vortigern. Too slow to react, he’s thrown 
to the ground, air knocked out of him. Before he can respond, the monster is 
looking over him, holding a hand down to him. 

“Vortigern, if you would just join me, we wouldn’t have to do this.” 

He sputters out a sound. It’s Niss’s voice. 

But it’s not her voice. It’s the sound of someone using her voice. 

“I want Niss back.” 

A thorny claw swipes at him. He grabs it at the wrist with his own hand, and 
pulls— hard. The monster topples, it’s limbs fl a iling. Vortigern’s first set of arms 
pins the creature down, and the second sets to work, ripping away vines and thorns. 
She’s in there, somewhere. She has to be. 

A long leg kicks him away, and he’s once more on the ground, looking 
upwards. Vortigern sucks in a breath and attempts to get up, but a thorn-laden foot 
steps on his chest, forcing him back downwards with a groan. He finds getting up 
to stand rather impossible, as his own suit of thorns has already rooted themselves 
back into the ground. Here, tied to the earth, being crushed by an overgrown foot, 
makes Vortigern realize something: that he’s not quite in control anymore. 

Four eyes lock with his two, and a wretched laugh warps his mind. 

“Don’t you treat your goddess with disrespect.” 

The monster leaves, kicking up dust with its leafy wings, leaving behind 
Vortigern, tied to the ground. His squirms are faint, his body bruised. With waning 
strength, the ground begins to feel soft, almost like a bed. 

Vortigern’s awfully tired. 
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A long time ago, mankind made a pact with the goddess Verninanth in order to 
create plants at will. 

But that’s not how the story goes, isn’t it? 

The story was warped, twisted by the passing of time and the bitterness of the 
victims. Wanting to forget, wanting to stay optimistic, the affected changed small 
details. The generation afterward changed even more facts. And the generation after 
that? They don’t even remember the unending misery, the fact that life was never 
meant to be lived in a small town caged off by everlasting thorns. Life is short. 
Especially when your goddess cuts it off after 40 years. 

Eventually, the story became: 

The barrier was constructed to protect us from the woes of the Otherworld— 

Wrong. It’s there to keep them in. 

—Created early with a sole gateway to travel in and out— 

Wrong. 

—It quickly became overgrown with thorns, and now keeps everyone inside. 

Wrong once again. There have been a few brave, albeit terrified weedy 
teenagers able to make their way outwards. 

The rest of the important bits (pages that couldn’t have been rewritten, for 
example) were locked away, up in a castle somewhere for a select few to read 
through and remember and to make sure never happens again. 

Since A Brief History of The Early Glade seems to otherwise be deranged 
dreams of a better existence, Let us recall what factually happened, rewriting the 
snippets of the book as we go along. 

A long time ago, a small village of people were tricked by the goddess 
Verninanth into cutting their lifespan short so that they could grow some corn. 

There. That sounds better. 

Of course, a 40 year lifespan sounds fantastic when you’re not living that long 
anyway. An entire 40 years, guaranteed by a higher being! What longevity! What 
vitality! No man, woman or child would have to hold the grievances of a dead 
relative, gone too soon. They would be secured a life of 40. Not a day earlier nor 
later. 

Countless individuals had attempted to escape Verninanth’s wrath. Using 
wooden boards chopped from trees, they attempted to make a bridge over the 
canopy of thorns. If they could not wither the thorns themselves, then they may as 
well climb them. In the end, the boards were swallowed up by the wall, and every 



attempter disappeared along with them. 

They tried brute force. Using shears and shovels, they chipped away at the 
interior that would only grow back when sleeping. Then the village tried taking 
shifts. The thorns grew wise to the trick, singling workers out and eating them alive 
in broad daylight. 

The villagers tried digging underneath, as well. Uprooting something as weedy 
as thorn bushes take work. But magically growing thorn bushes? Impossible. 

Every generation, among the pretty flowers and fruits and vegetables, 
Verninanth would appoint an individual the status of royalty by marking them with 
her specific gift— her own twisted magic. This individual was meant as a holy 
figure of sorts, making sure that the barrier is secure and controlling the people. 

It was sometime early on when the thorntypes were thrown out of the casde, 
sent to rot in a small house on the edge of the Glade. The collection of journals 
stored away go back for at least 4 generations; none of the writers knew of their 
supposed position of the world. And all of the writers take the account the little 
house left alone, outcasted by a community that quickly forgot why in the first 
place. 

What a lonely life, they must have lived. 

But, it’s okay now. Verninanth has arrived. She’ll take care of the Glade. She’ll 
feed, and protect, and when you’re done, her plants will ease you to your end and 
chew your soul up and spit it out for fertilizer. 

It’ll all be okay. Be reassured of it. 



X 

Staring at the sun hurts, and Vortigern knows this firsthand. 

He’s been staring at the darned thing for hours, now. It drifts in between 
clouds, giving his eyes short breaks before it peeks its head at him again. A few 
more hours and it’ll be at its highest position in the sky. The apex of torment. 

This is not his couch. He is not at home. 

Vortigern cranes his neck to the side, to be met with multiple protests. On the 
outside, a sickly vine has jammed its way into his neck. He’s covered in thorns, like 
he used to be every morning. And inwards, his muscles scream at his decision to 
move - what did he do last night? 

For the life of him, he can’t recall. 

Vortigern untangles himself, withering away obtrusive thorns to stand. The 
simple act makes his body shudder with agony, dripping water in the process. He’s 
sopping wet. When did it rain? 

The thorns keeping him down have flopped to the ground, their purpose 
complete. Vortigern takes the time to clean them away, waving the useless vines 
back from where they came. He’s ungloved, he realizes. When did that happen? 
Searching his pockets comes up fruitless. They’re nowhere in the vicinity, either. 

Vortigern hates being gloveless. 

He turns to another patch of thorns growing a few feet away, ready to wither. 
He must have caused this one, as well. And the third patch has to have been his. No 
mistaking it. Vortigern stumbles about, cleaning up the careless mess he, and 
undoubtedly nobody else, must have made. Between his witherings, he crams his 
hands in his soaked coat pockets. 

After the fifth patch, Vortigern wisens up, and looks at his surroundings. 

Vortigern guesses that he’s in the marketplace. It’s a very rough guess; the area 
has seen better days, better years. Thorns, massive and sharp alike, have consumed 
the ground and the market stalls, growing into the wooden structures, ripping the 
feeble contraptions apart as if they never existed at all. The same type of thorns 
had covered most of the ground in patches, allowing itself to spread. This will take 
hours, even days to clean up. And without a soul in sight, he has to do it alone. 

Something shifts upon the ground, and it draws Vortigern’s attention. A crow, 
fat and happy, hops along the grass, pecking at the ground. It notices him, and skips 
toward his direction, toting hungry, piercing eyes. If only he had bread to feed the 
thing. 

“Get away from the bird.” 



A command, hard on Vortigern’s ears, rings out into the plaza. He sneers, 
turning around to try to find a source. 

“It’s a bird. It’s not going to lull me,” Vortigern says, finding the origin of his 
commander. Hiding behind one of the ramshackled storefronts, hair peeking out 
from torn tapestries, is a girl. Which girl is still of question: It’s not Niss, and 
Vortigern isn’t acquainted enough with any of the others to them apart from one 
another. To solve this mystery, Vortigern peeks behind the rubble, only to find the 
girl further concealed by what looks to be sugar cane. 

“...Celice?” 

“Shh!” Celice snaps, the sound of her voice almost scaring herself. “You’re 
going to make the dumb thing caw.” 

“Like I said, it’s a crow. It’s not going to do anything.” 

Celice looks up at Vortigern. Her face and clothes are stained; her hair left 
unkempt. Vortigern can’t imagine that he looks much better. 

“The crow isn’t, but the thing is.” 

This warrants another question. “Thing?” 

“Oh, hellebore!” Celice exclaims, before silencing herself. She takes a peek over 
the debris to make sure the crow didn’t hear. Thankfully, the creature is still content 
to picking bugs from the ground. “Where have you been for the past three days?” 

Vortigern furrows his brows. “That not right. Wasn’t the festival last night?” 

“No, you idiot,” Celice blurts, unfurling herself to push Vortigern back, “It was 
three days ago, which is when everything decided to go to pot!” 

The crow picks up on Celice’s yelling, and lets out a screech. The young girl’s 
eyes widen, her jaw slacks. Whatever she’s done, it’s enough to make her freeze in 
time. 

“Hide.” She whispers, Vortigern hardly hearing her advice. 

Immediately, Celiece herself curls ever tighter into a human ball, breathing 
slow as to not attract attention. Vortigern stands quizzically for a moment, taking a 
few seconds to realize that he too should be hiding. Without another moment of 
dawdling, he leaps the wooden rubble and scavenges a spot only halfway hidden. It 
takes a second or two of contorting, but Vortigern squeezes in and grows a set of 
thorns to conceal his body, right on time for something to tap the ground with a 
heavy slam. The thorns hiding him draw tighter, and a broken voice shatters his 
reality. 

‘You’re kidding me...” 

Blurred shapes inbetween the vines shift. Vortigern sucks in his breath. The 
resulting silence lasts much too long for his liking. 



“You insolent crow. This is the third false alarm today!” 

Vortigern recognizes that anger and stubbornness. It’s merely Niss’s voice, 
reformed into something with more sting. The memories of something resurfaces, 
and suddenly, Vortigern is scared for his being. 

Oh. “Last night”. The party. 

The crow screeches again. Its plump body is visible in the corner of 
Vortigern’s eyesight, skipping about the grass and accumulated weeds, screaming its 
bird song to the empty world. Before it has a chance to reach its loudest, a plant 
emerges from the ground, continuing to grow in size in shape. It’s unclear what the 
plant is or what it does, but the crow’s song ceases to be. 

A gust of air hits Vortigern, and his surroundings go silent once more. After a 
minute, he untangles and unhides himself, stretching out his already cramped limbs. 
He takes a few breaths, standing himself up with some nearby rubble, and begins to 
take note of his surroundings. The only notable difference is the new plant; a 
singular venus flytrap, grown to waist height, with a sizable lump of black feathered 
meat between closed, green lips. 

Celice reveals herself, running towards the new plant. Vortigern pulls her back 
by the arm. She breaks herself free. 

“It’s dead. You’re not saving anything.” 

“Just let me try!” 

“Why do you care? I thought you and all of your little flower friends hated 
crows?” 

“You don’t understand anything. Me and my little flower friends,” Celice lowers 
her voice, growling at Vortigern. She’s never been this angry, even when he’s stolen 
from her booth, “have been sitting in the library forever. I’m out here because I 
want to do something. If I can actually save someone, something, from this stupid 
apocalypse, then I’ll gladly do so.” 

Vortigern takes some time to process the information, then a smirk slowly 
spreads across his face. Celice flinches. 

‘You going to save me, then?” 
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The world had gone to pot, Celice explained. 

“I thought it was bad when you and weed girl were running amuck, ruining the 
library, murdering the king, but nope. This is bad, hon.” 

Vortigern cringes. “Don’t call me that.” 

“Well, I don’t have anymore friendly customers to call that, or well, anymore 
customers at all, so you fit the bill, hon.” 

The afternoon sun has begun to shift downwards, allowing the beginnings of 
shadows to cling to the bottoms of demolished buildings. Celice and Vortigern pass 
through these shadows, slowing down to hide after the occasional crow flies past. 
“All they do is caw when they see us. It’s normally no big deal, except now it calls 
over whatever that monster is.” 

“That’s funny,” Vortigern says, “They don’t caw at me.” 

“Because, Vortigern, you’re a freak of nature. You ever thought about that?” 

“Too many times to count. Nice of you to remind me.” 

They continue onwards. Celice tells Vortigern that the entire Glade is swamped 
with thorns. Vortigern can see that, plain as day. Celice tells Vortigern that precious 
little Thorn Girl has been missing. Vortigern knows this, too. She continues talking 
in a hushed whisper, leading the way to the library, until she abrupdy stops dead in 
her tracks, forcing a trailing Vortigern to stop behind her. 

‘You really think that, don’t you? That you’re a freak?” 

“Well, yeah,” The tall man says, much to his own disliking. “You get called 
freak enough times and you start believing it.” 

Celice spins on her heels, startling Vortigern. The look on her face is unfamiliar 
and strange. Is it sorrow? Perhaps guilt? 

“Look. I’m sorry for whatever I’ve said to you. But those guys, inside, they’re 
not gonna be.” 

Vortigern pulls his hands out of his pockets, only for a flurry of thorns to 
begin to grow. Celice steps back, and he shoves them back into his coat. 

A few more minutes of walking within the shade, and the two reach the library. 
Like all the other buildings, weeds had begun to grow alongside the exterior, 
choking out whatever light that tries to graze the window. A different plant, tall and 
reedy, had set up shop blocking the front doorway. With a flick of her wrist, Celice 
ushers the plant away. She’s knocks on the door, and to Vortigern’s surprise, the 
door begins to crack open slighdy for her. 

“W-W-Who is it?” 



“It’s Celice. And, uh, I saved someone.” 

A long body peeks out from behind the door, holding a lantern. It’s Oswald. 
Upon seeing Vortigern, he closes the door again. 

“No, no, no, no, no, no! I-I-I ain’t letting ‘em in!” 

Celice kicks the door. “Oswald.” 

“No.” muffles Oswald 

“You big baby.” 

“You’re crazy if you think I’m letting him in here.” 

Celice kicks the door again, and then turns to Vortigern. “Threaten him.” 

“What? No.” 

Vortigern sighs, slumping a bit. He takes a few steps back, and pulls a hand out 
of his pocket. Without hesitation, thorns begin to grow up the side of the building, 
forming the shape of a staircase. Celice looks terrified, but she hasn’t done anything 
drastic yet. Which, in Vortigern’s book, is a win. 

“C’mon, there’s a trap door up top.” 

Vortigern, and with some hesitation, Celice, climb their way to the roof. Like 
Vortigern said, there’s a hatch and a ladder, waiting up top. Even up here, weeds 
were beginning to grow, unchecked and wild. Vortigern withers them away and 
unfurls the rope ladder, and for the longest time, Celice stares at him. 

“What?” 

‘You can wither weeds?” 

“Duh. That kind of comes with growing them?” 

Vortigern begins to climb down. With the windows covered, the only light 
coming through is from the hatch itself, as well as the occasional lantern scattered. 
From the looks of things, a large section of the moss carpet had been dug out for a 
fireplace, and the bookshelves had tipped over, books molding on the floors. He 
picks up a nearby lantern, and the extra light gives him enough light to see tens of 
pairs of terrified eyes looking straight at him. 

There comes a small, muffled cry, and people begin moving away from him, 
towards the corners. A few jump the bookcases, hoping for the best. A few run for 
the door, tripping over themselves. A couple hide, hoping that their time was not 
over. 

A small thud sound off behind him. Celice’s voice echoes throughout the 
room. 

“You guys, he’s with me. He’s not going to do anything.” 

A few exhales, and the room goes back to normal. A third body runs up next 
to Celice, hugging her. “We thought you were a goner!” they say, squeezing her 



tightly. A fourth person offers her a welcome back bell pepper, and she accepts, 
munching into the vegetable. She swipes a second one, as well, and tosses it 
carelessly to Vortigern. With many uneasy eyes still locked on him, he takes a bite. It 
tastes like it’s been stepped on. 

It’s still the most included he’s felt in a while. 

Celice beings a bellow, as loud as she comfortably can. “Alright, townies! 

Gather close. As close as you can. Don’t worry, he doesn't bite. Do you bite, 
sugar?” 

Vortigern rolls his eyes. 

Celice steps up on a nearby table that hadn’t overturned yet, kicking off books 
and dirty plates. She beckons Vortigern to do the same. From above, and with 
adjusted eyesight, he can see everything. The library had been fully transformed 
from a community center into a cramped living quarters. One corner had a semi- 
functional garden growing stark white plants, while another had been set up as a 
sleeping area, using overgrown leaves as blankets. At the center of it all, about 20 or 
so villagers had gathered, sitting down, waiting for reassuring words. All of them 
watching them. All of them watching him. 

Celice clears her voice. 

“See this man? This is Vortigern Garthwaite. You hate his guts.” 

A few of them begin to whisper. Others slowly nod their heads. Vortigern gets 
off of the table, and begins to walk back towards the ladder. 

“Why do I even do this to myself?” 

“Vortigern also hates his own guts. Maybe it’s because we’ve spent a little too 
long hating him. C’mon, guys, what has he done?” 

One of the villagers speaks up, “Uh, stolen from all of us?” 

“Well, uh, yes.” 

Vortigern begins to climb the ladder. “I’m leaving,” he says. Celice jumps off 
of the table to pull him back down. 

“But he didn’t do this. Murdering the king in cold blood? Destroying centuries 
of livelihoods and buildings? That thing flying around out there did all of that. 
Vortigern has just sat in his house and sulked, because we made him sulk. Isn’t that 
right, Vortigern?” 

Vortigern snaps. “This is pointless. Nobody is going to believe that I’m not a 
terrible person, no matter how true it is. Just leave me be.” 

His sleeve is tugged harder. 

“Guys, Vortigern can save us all. He can wither weeds. He’s the key to 
everything and we’ve been kicking him while he’s down the entire time.” 



“What?” Vortigern says. It’s lost on the crowd, as a collective whisper begins to 
brew “Celice, I didn’t agree to this.” 

“How many people are currently trapped in their homes, overcome by thorns? 
Vortigern can save them. Vortigern can save your families.” 

Vortigern begins to climb the ladder, quickly. He’s almost roofbound, when a 
single cry pierces the darkness. 

“Vortigern, save my daughter.” 

Looking down, it’s a short woman, stocky in nature. Her blonde hair tied back 
into a braid, overall buttons gleaming off of the limited sunlight. It’s the woman 
who runs the pet rabbit store. 

He can’t do this. 

“I know she’s out there, and I know that monster is using her. Vortigern, 
please. I can’t. I know what I did was wrong. Vortigern, please.” 

Slowly, with unsteady, he climbs down the ladder. The villagers are closer, 
surrounding him, waiting. When he’s back on the moss carpet, thorns begin to latch 
onto his feet. For once, they don’t care. 

“I don’t know if I can.” He says. 

“We can help you.” The woman replies. 

“How?” 

“Whatever you need. We can get you anything you need to save her and 
everyone. We can offer handiwork. Please, just, save Niss.” 

Vortigern stares at his feet, thinking of a response. We he comes up with one, 
his voice is louder then he remembers it can get. 

“I need a new pair of gloves, and as many loaves of bread as you can find. And 
I need 20 minutes, to go pick up my axe.” 



People saving goes a bit like this. 

Vortigern and someone else watching the skies sneak through close quartered 
alleyways and shadows. If they pass by a patch of particularly nasty weeds, 
Vortigern withers it away. If a crow wanders too close, Vortigern flings a piece of 
bread its way to make it friendly. 

The crow portion of it was exceptionally genius, according to Celice. “So they 
won’t call the monster if they’re friendly? And the way to make them friendly is 
through bread?” 

“Hm. Who would have thought that being nice to things actually has benefits?” 

“Wait. Is that why I always got swarmed with the filthy beasts when you were 
near my shop?” 

When they reached a covered house with someone trapped inside, Vortigern 
has one of two options. He can take the quick route, which is to swing his axe at 
the outer walls until an opening appears, and he can slip inside. Thankfully for his 
muscles, most of the houses consisted of a weak, old wood that had worn thin 
after decades of use. Still, the first method is tiring and more importantly, noisy. 
Despite most of the town empty, Vortigern still feels as if he’s being watched. 

The second option is quieter, if longer. Vortigern takes the precious time to 
wither away the thorns encasing the house he’s working on. Due to the thickness of 
it all, it takes about a half hour of his time until he can even reach a doorknob that 
might be locked. Then he uses the axe again, to much dismay of the person inside. 
This method tires him more than the axe alone; as growing too many plants 
fatigues him, so does withering. 

Once inside, the second person “rescues” the prisoner — if talking them 
down from mass hysteria counts as rescuing — and Vortigern escorts them back to 
the library. The second person, usually Celice, has to catch the newbie up to speed, 
most of which talking involves describing Vortigern. “He’s on our side now. He’s 
saving us.” 

Others are more skeptical of this claim, but others actually believe it, with all 
of their little hearts. Some of the villagers are actually thanking him, giving him 
small tokens of gratitude after being trapped for so long. Dried, pressed flowers 
and wood-carved keepsakes begin to line his pockets until he has no more room for 
bread. Vortigern doesn't quite understand them, often throwing them into a pile in 
the library, but appreciates them, nonetheless. 

Vortigern drops off the newly rescued person at the library that somehow 



looks more and more ruined and overgrown every time he returns, and the process 
begins once more. Sometimes, he gets a meal. Other times, he only gets bandages, 
to salvage his bloodied fingers. 

Most of the time, Vortigern just gets tired. 

The nighttimes are uneventful, to much delight. A few of the villagers have 
created a sleeping spot for Vortigern in the corner of the library out of grasses and 
moss. While it’s not anything like a real bed, (or a beloved couch) he takes to it 
easily, hiding his face under some oversized leaves and passing out almost in an 
instant. 

He’s prodded awake in the morning by Celice or one of the others, te ll ing him 
that there’s another bright day ahead of him, saving people, being a good guy, ideas 
that constitute waking up at a reasonable hour. The morning tangle has returned in 
full force, and Vortigern withers himself free to start the morning. All of the thorns 
that he had withered the night before have returned, and to top it all off, sleeping is 
not fixing his mounting exhaustion. He asks for an overnight report, and without 
fail, some of the night crew responsible for finding rations and scouting goes 
missing. In addition to freeing the townspeople trapped in their houses, he’s now 
also responsible for finding the lost scouters. 

By the third identical morning, after being poked awake by a stick, Vortigern 
comes to a staggering conclusion: this is a losing game. He attempts to wither away 
his morning tangle, but when it doesn’t comply, he takes to ripping the barbs from 
his skin manually. The few onlookers, mainly Celice, grimace at the sight. 

“Good morning.” Celice says. You okay?.” 

Vortigern says nothing. He’s too tired to reply. He stands from his moss grown 
bed, stumbling on the way up. He takes a step forward, and stumbles again, 
catching himself on a batch of thick, sturdy sugarcane that shoots up to aid him. 
When he’s stabilized himself, Celice withers it away. Her eyes widen as a terrible 
realization hits her and everyone already awake. 

“You can’t keep this up.” 

Vortigern rubs his face, in hopes that it will wake him up enough to find words 
for the conversation. 

“I can.” 

“No, you can’t. You look like you’re about to kneel over and become one with 
the earth.” 

In the few years that Celice has run her sugar store, a few things have proven 
themselves infallible. The boys attempting to flirt with her will always drop a nice 
tip in her bucket, the girls will always bring her new books to read during her 



downtime, and Vortigern Garthwaite will always have a snappy comeback ready 
when he gets caught stealing again. 

This time, he has nothing He looks at her, defeated. 

“Right,” Celice says, “Reports. Last night, our scouts took some risks and 
searched the danger area. Y’know, where the thing spends most of its time?” 

“The castle?” Vortigern asks, finding strength for a question. “Why would you 
go there?” 

“We realized that there was probably a whole bunch of supplies leftover from 
the ball that we could loot. And, sunshine, when is that ever a bad idea?” 

“When there’s a monster threatening to lull you.” 

“The crows were sleeping. The whole thing as dangerous as a daisy.” 

Vortigern stifles a laugh. Celice scrunches up her face, then continues. 

“Anyway, we found something in the wine closet. I sure haven’t seen anything like it 
before. It has to be yours.” 

‘Why’s that?” 

“Because it’s not from here.” 

Celice leads Vortigern to the makeshift breakfast table, weaving in and out of 
the waking crowd. By now, Vortigern has freed enough people to have the library 
start feeling crowded. Most of them don’t notice him as he passes, but a good 
number stop their conversations to give him good omens. The table has a few fruits 
piled up, as well as a couple of library books in which their pages have been ripped 
out to make napkins, but the centerpiece rings true to Celice’s prediction. The 
bottle, faded yellow and plastic, is undoubtedly his. He picks up the weed killer, 
swishing around the insides. It’s almost empty. Living with Niss has drained it a lot 
quicker than he thought. 

“What even is it?” Celice asks. 

“Oh, this? Just a chemical weed killer. Kills plants on contact. I use it 
whenever...” Vortigern take a few seconds to continue, mind beginning to work 
“...whenever I lose control.” 

Celice nods, more interested in the breakfast fruits than Vortigern. She’s 
halfway done with a banana when he stands up abruptly, shaking the table. 

“I have an idea.” he says. “Celice, instruct everyone to stay in the library today. 
We’re not going on any missions. Well, I am.” 

“Why?” 

“I have someone to talk to at the castle.” 
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It takes Vortigern all morning to reach the front gates of the castle. 

Part of that was Celice’s, and by extension, everyone’s, bickering. “You have a 
death wish!” They said. “You’re going to get yourself lulled!” 

“You always wanted me dead anyway,” Vortigern replied, before leaving the 
library, sealing the door behind him with thorns so they couldn’t follow. Even 
worse, he had made promises. “I’m leaving the bottle of weed killer with Celice.” 

He says, “If I’m not back by tonight, well, you have every right to use the rest of 
it.” 

Another, larger part of his time was spent overcoming exhaustion. Every 
wither he performed required more focus, more energy than before, and the fatigue 
was getting to him. After creating a thorn staircase to get himself over the side wall, 
Vortigern has to sit himself down and take more than a few deep breaths to stay 
conscious. No matter how much the schools denied it, overplanting has always been 
a concern. 

Vortigern climbs the staircase he made, and drops down on the other side of 
the casde wall. Just like that, he’s transported back to a week ago, where everything 
went wrong. Paper lantern remains are smattered across the ground, burnt after 
their journey skyward. Tables and carts are overturned, and the peach trees once 
flourished with pink petals are dried up and dead, choked out by thorns. As for 
grass, there is none. Every inch of the walls and courtyard is covered in blackberry 
thorns, ready to trip their guest at a moment's notice. Vortigern has to wither a path 
to safely get to where he wants to be. He does so, step by step, ignoring the 
mounting tiredness he receives. 

At last, he finds himself at the center of the courtyard, where the King’s chair 
had been sitting in memoriam. A week ago, there were bouquets here, but they had 
since shriveled and died, leaving weeds remaining. Vortigern withers away the 
thorns creeping upwards, and takes a seat upon the throne, waiting. For it. For her. 

It’s the most uncomfortable chair he’s ever sat on. 

Growing impatient, Vortigern picks up a rock and tosses it at a nearby crow, 
who cries out when struck. Betrayed by his food friend, the crow shrieks at him, 
black, beady eyes tearing him apart. Good. All the quicker to summon her. 

A shadow appears overhead, and a mass of thorns falls from the sky. Roughly 
human in form, nine feet tall, unhinged jaw. A casted, human arm sticks out from 
one side, delicate and dangling. 

“Hi Verninanth.” 



“You,” it speaks. It doesn't have an actual mouth, so the voice must be coming 
from Niss. “I’ve been looking for you for days, and you just show up. Here. Under 
my nose.” 

“Yep.” Vortigern says. 

The thing —Verninanth— takes a step forward, clawed arm at the ready. 
Frankly, Vortigern is too tired to care about threats. 

‘You’ve been undoing all of my hard work. This place is a harbor of 
perfection and you keep destroying it.” 

“Yep.” 

The thorns regrow around the chair and Vortigern, tightening at the wrists and 
legs. Somehow, it’s made the throne more comfortable than it was before. 

“My child, if that’s all you’re going to say to your God, then respond to this: 
stop wasting your time being the hero of the people you hate, and join me.” 

“Yep.” 

Even the thorns are confused “What?” 

“I’m done. This is a losing batde. I can’t do this anymore. Have you ever tried 
to wither a three story building before? I’m bred, Verninanth. I just want to take a 
nap and have this all blow over.” 

Verninanth isn’t convinced, and the thorns regain their focus. “You’re lying.” 
She sneers. 

“I’ll do whatever you want me to. Say, how about we talk about this over some 
tea? Tomorrow, at the litde house that all the others banished me to?” 

Vortigern emphasizes ‘banished’, adding some genuine anger to the word. 

“You can’t trick me, Vortigern.” 

“I know that.” 

“I could lull you right now.” 

“But then you wouldn’t get to try some of my nettle tea. And, I’ve been told I 
make a mean blackberry cobbler. You’d really be missing out.” 

It’s hard to tell the emotions on Verninanth’s thorn made face, but he thinks 
that she’s smirking. The thorns loosen their grip and return to the ground. 

“If you’re not in front of your home in a day’s time, I will lull you.” 

“I kinda figured.” 

“I’ll lull her, too.” 

Vortigern gulps. “Understood.” 



The worst part about appeasing a god is that the blackberry cobbler never 
comes out right. 

The berries Vortigern grows for the occasion are garbage. He grows a second 
batch while trying to calm himself, and those are even more sour. Frustrated, he 
sneaks Celice over to grow him some sugarcane. 

“Sugar isn’t made like that, sugar. It has to be ground up and boiled before you 
get anything that looks edible.” 

“Then grab me some from your old stall or something.” 

“Say please.” 

“Celice. Please be aware that I’m about to be strangled to death by plants and 
would at the very least like to taste something sweet before I die.” 

“You’re not going to—” Celice starts, and then pauses. Vortigern’s trying to stir 
the blackberry concoction together, but he can’t pick up the spatula. His hands are 
shaking too hard to do so. 

“Will do.” 

Celice was thankful to get out of the stuffy shack that Vortigern called home. 
Although it was the one thing untouched by thorns, Vortigern had gone back and 
forth over the greater part of the sunrise, debating each last thing. Which tablecloth 
does he put out? Which stools to sit upon? Once he spills some tea on himself, the 
decisions go out the window, and resorts to a carelessly tossing a table and some 
chairs outside. Decisions are for the weak. 

Celice returns with a half a bag of sugar, and the cobbler proceeds nicely. “It’s 
the last bag I could find,” she says. 

“It’s the last of this, too.” Vortigern pulls out the bottle of weed killer that he 
had grabbed from the library. “I think it’s enough to do the job.” 

“What if it isn’t?” 

Vortigern takes a deep breath. 

“I don’t know. Aren’t I reassuring?” 

When it’s done baking, Vortigern pulls the cobbler from the oven, waiting a 
few minutes before plating up a few squares. One for himself, one for Verninanth, 
one for Celice. 

“Thank you for convincing them that I’m not a completely horrible person.” 

The tea is warmed up a few minutes later, ready for consumption. Vortigern 
shakily pours Verninanth and himself a cup of tea. The orange liquid plumes up 
with steam, reminding him of simpler times. Then, he unscrews the nozzle of the 



weed killer, and dumps the rest of it into Verninanth’s cup. 

Vortigern sets up the tea table outside as carefully as he can. All of the 
silverware is aligned, all of the plates and cups polished. Everything has to be 
perfect, he reminds himself. When he finalizes the table setting, he sits down at his 
end of the table, and waits. 

When the sunshine begins to break the top of the barrier, Verninanth makes 
her appearance. Her thorny wings flap tirelessly to keep the body of thorns up, and 
instead of a landing, she simply free falls to her destination, causing the ground to 
shake and wind to gust past Vortigern’s face. 

“You made it.” 

‘You’re nervous.” She says. 

Vortigern leans back in his chair, smiling. “Gods tend to do that me. Please, 
take a seat.” 

She glances at the chair given to her, which is all too small for her frame, and 
tosses it aside, opting to grow her own from thorns. She crosses her arms, one of 
which Vortigern notices is bigger than before. The casted arm, complete with the 
small drawn on heart, was beginning to be smothered by the barbs as well. The 
delicate fingers were now extended by thorns, forming sharp claws at the ends. 

“I see you eyeing her arm,” Verninanth says. “It’s finally beginning to heal.” 

Vortigern takes a sip of his tea. “That’s nice.” 

“Why exactly, do you find it nice?” 

A rhetorical question. Vortigern can handle those. “Because, then, you now 
have two functional growing arms and somehow lull me and everyone else even 
quicker.” 

“Good.” 

“And it’s easier to drink tea with two hands.” 

Verninanth sneers, grabbing the teacup with her too large hand. Vortigern 
sucks in a breath. 

She brings the cup ever so closer to her plant made lips. Closer and closer, 
every moment, until it’s there, almost inside of the hole that’s opened up. This is it. 
It has to work. It’s the only thing he’s got left. 

Verninanth yanks the cup away, and dumps the contents on the ground. 

Instandy, a shooting, blistering pain hits Vortigern’s entire body. He’s tied down 
to his chair, and within moments, he can’t feel anything. A thick tendril wraps 
around his neck, drawing blood with every pinprick. He can’t breathe. The world 
begins to blur. Vortigern was ready for this. 

The neck thorns undo themselves. He’s still alive, coughing but breathing, arms 



and legs restrained to the chair. In between the sputters, he curses his name. 

“No,” Verninanth says. “You want that. Vortigern Garthwaite, you are a 
disgrace to the thorntype name. No matter what you do, you happen to make the 
wrong decision every single time.” 

Vortigern takes a deep breath, still recovering from his strangling. “That’s. 
That’s not what I want. The whole death thing. I mean, I used to, but that’s not the 
endgame anymore.” 

“Well, what is it that you want?” 

“I just want Niss back.” 

Verninanth goes quiet. If he wasn’t in such pain, Vortigern would have fallen 
asleep. She places the larger of her arms flat facing on the tea table. Small, intricate 
vines begin to twist and curl around one another, forming a circled pattern with a 
hollow center. Thorns sharpen themselves to Verninanth’s liking. When she’s done, 
she lifts her hand up, snaps the creation off of her fingertips, and pushes it towards 
Vortigern. 

“I’m sorry, what is this?” 

“My child, every plant was made with a purpose. I created them that way. 
When I had first instated the Glade, I put the purest of my own children, the 
thorntypes, in charge so as my plans would not be meddled with. Since then, they 
have fallen from power, forced out by their lesser counterparts.” 

Vortigern is silent. 

“You are to put the subjects back into their places. This is a crown, you idiot. 
Put it on. Wear it with pride. I will give you back your Niss when you have accepted 
your duty” 

The thorns tying his hands to the chair fall apart, and he picks up the crown. 
Even with gloves, it digs into his hands. 

You don’t understand. I’d make a terrible leader. I can’t even take care of 
myself, let alone the thousand or so people that actually live here.” 

“The rag tag gang that you’ve been running recently would beg to differ. Make 
a choice, my child.” 

He shuffles in his seat. He’s running out of options. “What if that choice is 

no?” 

“Then,” Verninanth says, “I’ll lull you on the spot. Besides, I already have 
someone lined up for the throne.” 

Verninanth brings her smaller arm into sight. Niss’s arm is beginning to 
disappear under the mass of thorns. No more individual fingers. No more heart 
visible on the cast. There’s not much left of her. 



Vortigern takes a final look at the crown, and places it atop his head. 

“Now, give Niss back.” He snarls. 

The thorns around him undo themselves, but more importantly, the thorns 
around her begin to disintegrate. They fall apart, collapsing on the ground until they 
are a piles of nothing, residue of a close encounter with death. What remains is 
Vortigern, and Niss, sitting across from one another in their respective chairs. Her 
skin is completely scratched up, her overalls in tatters. But it’s Niss. 

“Vort?” She asks, groggy and out of it. 

“Kiddo. I think I messed up.” 



